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•  Course code: SOC 401 

•  Course title: Contemporary Sociological Theories 

•  Course credit load: 3 

 

SERIES 1: Foundations and Evolution of Sociological 

Theory 

Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, which conforms to the guideline for a 3-

credit course. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

1.1 The Meaning and Nature of Sociological Theory 

• 1.1.1 Definition of theory and scientific theory 

• 1.1.2 Distinction between sociological theory and everyday explanations 

• 1.1.3 Importance of theory in understanding social order 

1.2 Philosophical Roots of Sociological Thought 

• 1.2.1 Influence of early philosophers on sociological ideas 

• 1.2.2 Transition from philosophy to sociology 

• 1.2.3 Debates on society and social order 

1.3 Classical Foundations of Sociological Theory 

• 1.3.1 Contributions of Comte and Spencer 

• 1.3.2 Contributions of Durkheim and Weber 

• 1.3.3 Parsons and the development of grand theories 

1.4 Evolution into Contemporary Perspectives 

• 1.4.1 Continuities and departures from classical theories 

• 1.4.2 Emergence of functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism 

• 1.4.3 The role of theory in addressing contemporary social problems 
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Introduction 

Sociological theories provide us with structured ways of explaining how societies function, 

change, and maintain order. They are not simply abstract ideas but scientific tools that help us 

interpret everyday social events and long-term social transformations. By tracing the foundations 

and evolution of sociological theory, learners can appreciate how early philosophical debates 

gave rise to sociology as a discipline and how classical thinkers shaped the frameworks that 

continue to influence contemporary perspectives. This Series sets the stage for deeper 

engagement with the major orientations of sociological thought that will be explored later in the 

course. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the meaning and nature of sociological theory, to 

highlight its philosophical roots, and to examine the contributions of classical thinkers whose 

ideas laid the groundwork for modern sociological perspectives. 

We shall commence this Series by examining the meaning and nature of sociological theory, 

including its definition and scientific character. Next, we will explore the philosophical roots of 

sociological thought, considering how early philosophers influenced debates about society and 

social order. Following that, we will study the classical foundations of sociological theory, 

focusing on the contributions of Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons. Finally, we 

will round off the Series by discussing how these classical foundations evolved into 

contemporary perspectives, showing the continuity and transformation of ideas that remain 

relevant in addressing social problems today. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define the concept of sociological theory and distinguish it from everyday 

explanations, 

• SLO 1.2 explain the characteristics of scientific theory and its role in interpreting social 

order, 

• SLO 1.3 analyse the influence of early philosophers on the development of sociological 

thought, 

• SLO 1.4 describe the contributions of classical theorists such as Comte, Spencer, 

Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons, 

• SLO 1.5 evaluate how classical foundations have evolved into contemporary 

perspectives in sociology. 

 

1.1 The Meaning and Nature of Sociological Theory 

1.1.1 Definition of theory and scientific theory 
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A theory is a systematic explanation of observed phenomena, built upon concepts and 

propositions that help us make sense of reality. In sociology, theory provides a framework for 

interpreting social behaviour and social structures. A scientific theory is distinguished by its 

reliance on evidence, logical consistency, and testability. It is not merely speculation but a 

structured attempt to explain and predict social events. 

Fill in the blank: A __________ is a systematic explanation of observed phenomena, built upon 

concepts and propositions. 

Diagram showing the relationship between concepts, propositions, and theory. Figure 1.1: 

Structure of a scientific theory  

 

1.1.2 Distinction between sociological theory and everyday explanations 
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Everyday explanations often rely on personal opinions, cultural beliefs, or anecdotal evidence. In 

contrast, sociological theory is grounded in systematic observation and scientific reasoning. It 

seeks to uncover patterns and relationships that go beyond individual experiences. For example, 

while everyday reasoning might attribute poverty to laziness, sociological theory examines 

structural factors such as inequality, unemployment, and policy frameworks. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike everyday explanations, sociological theory relies on __________ 

observation and scientific reasoning. 

Box 1.1: Everyday explanation versus sociological theory  

 

1.1.3 Importance of theory in understanding social order 
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Theories are essential because they provide tools for analysing how societies maintain social 

order, which refers to the organised and predictable patterns of social life. Without theory, 

sociologists would struggle to explain why societies function as they do or how they change over 

time. For instance, functionalist theory explains social order by emphasising the interdependence 

of institutions, while conflict theory highlights power struggles and inequality. 

Fill in the blank: Theories provide tools for analysing how societies maintain __________, which 

refers to organised and predictable patterns of social life. 

Image of a busy marketplace showing social order in everyday life. Plate 1.1: Social order in 

practice  
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Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Which of the following best defines a scientific theory? a) A personal opinion b) A 

systematic explanation based on evidence c) A cultural belief d) A random guess 

2. Everyday explanations differ from sociological theory because they rely on: a) 

Systematic observation b) Anecdotal evidence c) Logical consistency d) Testability 

3. Which concept refers to organised and predictable patterns of social life? a) Social 

change b) Social order c) Social interaction d) Social conflict 

4. Which theory explains social order by emphasising interdependence of institutions? a) 

Conflict theory b) Functionalism c) Symbolic interactionism d) Exchange theory 

5. Fill in the blank: Sociological theory seeks to uncover __________ and relationships that 

go beyond individual experiences. 

 

 

1.2 Philosophical Roots of Sociological Thought 

1.2.1 Influence of early philosophers on sociological ideas 

The discipline of sociology did not emerge in isolation. It was shaped by the writings of early 

philosophers, who are thinkers concerned with fundamental questions about existence, 

knowledge, and society. Philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and later Enlightenment thinkers 

like Rousseau and Montesquieu provided ideas about justice, governance, and social 

organisation that influenced the eventual development of sociological theory. Their reflections 

on human nature and society laid the groundwork for systematic approaches to studying social 

life. 

Fill in the blank: The discipline of sociology was shaped by the writings of early __________, 

who explored fundamental questions about society. 
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Diagram showing the transition from philosophy to sociology. Figure 1.2: Philosophical 

foundations of sociology  

 

1.2.2 Transition from philosophy to sociology 

The transition from philosophy to sociology occurred when scholars began to move from 

abstract speculation to systematic observation of society. Sociology is defined as the scientific 

study of social behaviour, institutions, and structures. Unlike philosophy, which often relied on 

reasoning alone, sociology emphasised empirical evidence and scientific methods. This shift 

marked the birth of sociology as a distinct discipline in the nineteenth century. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike philosophy, sociology emphasises __________ evidence and scientific 

methods. 
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Image of Auguste Comte, often regarded as the father of sociology. Plate 1.2: Auguste Comte 

and the birth of sociology  

 

1.2.3 Debates on society and social order 

Early debates about society centred on how communities could achieve social order, which 

refers to stability and predictability in social life. Philosophers questioned whether order was best 

maintained through laws, morality, or collective agreements. These debates influenced 

sociologists, who later developed theories to explain how institutions, norms, and values 

contribute to social stability. For example, Rousseau’s idea of the social contract inspired later 

sociological discussions about the relationship between individuals and society. 
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Fill in the blank: Early debates about society centred on how communities could achieve 

__________, which refers to stability and predictability in social life. 

Box 1.2: Selected philosophical debates on social order  

 

Pilot questions 1.2 

1. Which group of thinkers provided the earliest ideas that influenced sociology? a) 

Scientists b) Philosophers c) Politicians d) Economists 

2. The transition from philosophy to sociology was marked by a shift towards: a) Abstract 

speculation b) Empirical evidence c) Cultural beliefs d) Everyday explanations 
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3. Who is often regarded as the father of sociology? a) Rousseau b) Montesquieu c) Auguste 

Comte d) Aristotle 

4. Which concept refers to stability and predictability in social life? a) Social change b) 

Social order c) Social contract d) Social interaction 

5. Fill in the blank: Rousseau’s idea of the __________ inspired later sociological 

discussions about the relationship between individuals and society. 

 

1.3 Classical Foundations of Sociological Theory 

1.3.1 Contributions of Comte and Spencer 

Auguste Comte is often regarded as the father of sociology. He introduced the term “sociology” 

and emphasised the use of scientific methods to study society. His idea of positivism refers to 

the belief that knowledge should be based on observable phenomena and empirical evidence. 

Comte argued that society progresses through stages, from theological to metaphysical, and 

finally to the scientific stage. 

Herbert Spencer, on the other hand, applied evolutionary principles to society. He introduced 

the concept of social Darwinism, which suggested that societies evolve and adapt much like 

biological organisms. Spencer believed that social institutions function to maintain stability and 

survival, and he emphasised the importance of gradual social change rather than revolutionary 

upheaval. 

Fill in the blank: Auguste Comte introduced the term __________ and emphasised the use of 

scientific methods to study society. 
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Diagram showing Comte’s three stages of societal development: theological, metaphysical, 

scientific. Figure 1.3: Comte’s law of three stages  

 

1.3.2 Contributions of Durkheim and Weber 

Émile Durkheim focused on the importance of social facts, which are external and constraining 

forces that shape individual behaviour. He studied phenomena such as religion, education, and 

suicide to demonstrate how social structures influence personal actions. Durkheim emphasised 

the role of collective conscience in maintaining social order. 

Max Weber introduced the concept of verstehen, meaning interpretive understanding. He 

argued that sociologists must understand the meanings individuals attach to their actions. Weber 

also analysed bureaucracy, authority, and rationalisation, showing how modern societies become 
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increasingly organised and rule-bound. His work highlighted the importance of values and 

culture in shaping social behaviour. 

Fill in the blank: Max Weber introduced the concept of __________, meaning interpretive 

understanding of social action. 

Image of Durkheim and Weber side by side, representing their contributions to sociology. Plate 

1.3: Durkheim and Weber as classical sociological thinkers  

 

1.3.3 Parsons and the development of grand theories 

Talcott Parsons advanced sociology by developing grand theories, which are broad 

frameworks that attempt to explain large-scale social systems. His structural-functional approach 
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emphasised that society is made up of interrelated parts, each serving a function to maintain 

stability. Parsons introduced the AGIL schema, which identifies four functional imperatives for 

any social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Parsons’ work provided a systematic way of analysing how institutions such as family, 

education, and religion contribute to the functioning of society. Although criticised for being 

overly abstract, his theories remain influential in understanding social order and institutional 

interdependence. 

Fill in the blank: Parsons introduced the __________ schema, which identifies four functional 

imperatives for any social system. 

Box 1.3: Parsons’ AGIL schema explained  
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Pilot questions 1.3 

1. Who is regarded as the father of sociology? a) Spencer b) Comte c) Durkheim d) Weber 

2. Which concept refers to the belief that knowledge should be based on observable 

phenomena? a) Verstehen b) Positivism c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation 

3. Durkheim emphasised the role of __________ in maintaining social order. a) 

Bureaucracy b) Collective conscience c) Rationalisation d) Evolution 

4. Which sociologist introduced the concept of interpretive understanding? a) Comte b) 

Spencer c) Weber d) Parsons 

5. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

NOT one of them? a) Adaptation b) Goal attainment c) Integration d) Legislation 

 

 

1.4 Evolution into Contemporary Perspectives 

1.4.1 Continuities and departures from classical theories 

Contemporary sociological perspectives build upon the foundations laid by classical theorists, 

yet they also depart from them in significant ways. While Comte, Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons 

emphasised stability, order, and structure, modern theories often highlight diversity, inequality, 

and change. For example, functionalism continues to stress the importance of institutions, but 

conflict theory challenges this by focusing on power struggles and social divisions. These 

continuities and departures demonstrate how sociology evolves to remain relevant to changing 

societies. 

Fill in the blank: While classical theorists emphasised stability and order, modern theories often 

highlight __________ and change. 
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Diagram comparing classical and contemporary perspectives. Figure 1.4: Continuities and 

departures in sociological theory  

 

1.4.2 Emergence of functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism 

Functionalism views society as a system of interdependent parts working together to maintain 

stability. It emphasises institutions such as family, education, and religion. Conflict theory, 

influenced by Marx, argues that society is characterised by inequality and competition for 

resources. It highlights how power and wealth are distributed unequally. Symbolic 

interactionism focuses on everyday interactions and the meanings individuals attach to them. It 

shows how social reality is constructed through communication and shared symbols. 
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Fill in the blank: Conflict theory argues that society is characterised by __________ and 

competition for resources. 

Box 1.4: Key features of functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism  

 

1.4.3 The role of theory in addressing contemporary social problems 

Sociological theories are not only academic exercises, they are practical tools for analysing and 

addressing contemporary social problems. Functionalism helps explain how institutions adapt to 

maintain order, conflict theory sheds light on issues of inequality and injustice, and symbolic 

interactionism provides insights into identity, culture, and everyday life. By applying these 
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perspectives, sociologists can evaluate policies, design interventions, and contribute to solutions 

for challenges such as poverty, crime, and discrimination. 

Fill in the blank: Sociological theories are practical tools for analysing and addressing 

__________ social problems. 

Image of a diverse community working together to solve social issues. Plate 1.4: Applying 

sociological theories to contemporary problems  

 

Pilot questions 1.4 
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1. Which of the following is a continuity from classical to contemporary sociological 

theories? a) Emphasis on diversity b) Focus on institutions c) Highlighting inequality d) 

Stressing individual choice 

2. Which theory views society as a system of interdependent parts? a) Conflict theory b) 

Functionalism c) Symbolic interactionism d) Exchange theory 

3. Conflict theory highlights issues of __________ and injustice. a) Stability b) Inequality c) 

Order d) Rationalisation 

4. Which theory focuses on everyday interactions and meanings? a) Functionalism b) 

Conflict theory c) Symbolic interactionism d) Structuralism 

5. Fill in the blank: By applying sociological perspectives, sociologists can evaluate 

__________, design interventions, and contribute to solutions for social challenges. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has introduced you to the foundations and evolution of sociological theory, 

highlighting its purpose as a scientific tool for explaining social order and social events. We 

began by examining the meaning and nature of sociological theory, distinguishing it from 

everyday explanations and emphasising its scientific character. Then we explored the 

philosophical roots of sociological thought, showing how early philosophers influenced debates 

about society and order. Following that, we studied the classical foundations of sociology 

through the contributions of Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons. Finally, we 

considered how these classical ideas evolved into contemporary perspectives such as 

functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism, and how these theories can be 

applied to address modern social problems. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define sociological theory and scientific 

theory, explain the philosophical influences on sociology, analyse the contributions of classical 

thinkers, describe Parsons’ grand theories, and evaluate the continuities and departures that 

shaped contemporary perspectives. These achievements directly align with the Series Learning 

Outcomes, ensuring that you have gained both historical grounding and practical insight into the 

role of theory in sociology. 

 

Glossary of terms 

AGIL schema: A framework developed by Talcott Parsons identifying four functional 

imperatives of any social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Collective conscience: A concept introduced by Émile Durkheim referring to the shared beliefs, 

values, and moral attitudes that unify a society and maintain social order. 

Conflict theory: A sociological perspective that emphasises inequality, competition for 

resources, and power struggles as central features of society. 
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Functionalism: A perspective that views society as a system of interdependent parts working 

together to maintain stability and social order. 

Philosophers: Thinkers concerned with fundamental questions about existence, knowledge, and 

society, whose ideas influenced the development of sociology. 

Positivism: A belief introduced by Auguste Comte that knowledge should be based on 

observable phenomena and empirical evidence rather than speculation. 

Scientific theory: A structured explanation of phenomena that is based on evidence, logical 

consistency, and testability. 

Social Darwinism: A concept introduced by Herbert Spencer suggesting that societies evolve 

and adapt in ways similar to biological organisms. 

Social facts: External and constraining forces identified by Durkheim that shape individual 

behaviour, such as laws, norms, and institutions. 

Social order: The organised and predictable patterns of social life that provide stability within a 

society. 

Sociological theory: A systematic framework for explaining social behaviour, institutions, and 

structures, distinct from everyday explanations. 

Symbolic interactionism: A perspective that focuses on everyday interactions and the meanings 

individuals attach to them, showing how social reality is constructed through communication and 

shared symbols. 

Verstehen: A concept introduced by Max Weber meaning interpretive understanding, which 

requires sociologists to grasp the meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

 

Concept check questions 1 

Objective questions 

1. Which of the following best defines a sociological theory? a) A personal opinion b) A 

systematic framework for explaining social behaviour c) A cultural belief d) A random 

guess (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Who is regarded as the father of sociology? a) Spencer b) Comte c) Durkheim d) Weber 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

3. Which concept introduced by Weber means interpretive understanding? a) Positivism b) 

Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

4. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

NOT one of them? a) Adaptation b) Goal attainment c) Integration d) Legislation (Linked 

to SLO 1.4) 

Short-answer questions 

5. Define positivism and explain its relevance to sociology. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 
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6. Briefly describe the difference between everyday explanations and sociological theory. 

(Linked to SLO 1.2) 

7. What is meant by the term “social facts” as introduced by Durkheim? (Linked to SLO 

1.4) 

Long-answer questions 

8. Analyse the contributions of Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, and Weber to the foundations of 

sociology. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

9. Evaluate how classical sociological theories evolved into contemporary perspectives such 

as functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

Answers to concept check questions 1 

Objective questions 

1. b) A systematic framework for explaining social behaviour 

2. b) Comte 

3. b) Verstehen 

4. d) Legislation 

Short-answer questions 

5. Positivism is the belief that knowledge should be based on observable phenomena and 

empirical evidence. It is relevant to sociology because it emphasises scientific methods in 

studying society. 

6. Everyday explanations rely on personal opinions or cultural beliefs, while sociological 

theory is grounded in systematic observation and scientific reasoning. 

7. Social facts are external and constraining forces, such as laws, norms, and institutions, 

that shape individual behaviour. 

Long-answer questions 

8. Basic response: Comte introduced sociology and positivism, Spencer applied 

evolutionary principles through social Darwinism, Durkheim emphasised social facts and 

collective conscience, and Weber introduced verstehen and analysed bureaucracy and 

rationalisation. Value-added response: Beyond these basics, learners may highlight how Comte’s 

law of three stages influenced sociological progress, Spencer’s evolutionary approach shaped 

debates on gradual change, Durkheim’s empirical studies established sociology as a science, and 

Weber’s focus on culture and values broadened sociological analysis. 

9. Basic response: Classical theories emphasised order and structure, while contemporary 

perspectives such as functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism evolved to 

address issues of inequality, diversity, and everyday interactions. Value-added response: 

Outstanding learners may further evaluate how functionalism retained classical emphasis on 

institutions, conflict theory challenged structural stability by focusing on power and inequality, 
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and symbolic interactionism shifted attention to micro-level interactions, thereby expanding 

sociology’s scope to contemporary social problems. 

 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1 

Part 1.1 The Meaning and Nature of Sociological Theory 

1. b) A systematic explanation based on evidence 

2. b) Anecdotal evidence 

3. b) Social order 

4. b) Functionalism 

5. Patterns 

Part 1.2 Philosophical Roots of Sociological Thought 

1. b) Philosophers 

2. b) Empirical evidence 

3. c) Auguste Comte 

4. b) Social order 

5. Social contract 

Part 1.3 Classical Foundations of Sociological Theory 

1. b) Comte 

2. b) Positivism 

3. b) Collective conscience 

4. c) Weber 

5. d) Legislation 

Part 1.4 Evolution into Contemporary Perspectives 

1. b) Focus on institutions 

2. b) Functionalism 

3. b) Inequality 

4. c) Symbolic interactionism 

5. Policies 
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References and Attributions 1 

Textual sources 

• Course content adapted from SOC 401: Contemporary Sociological Theories document 

provided by the institution. 

• Key concepts and definitions (e.g., theory, scientific theory, social facts, positivism, 

verstehen, AGIL schema) were explained within the Series content based on classical 

sociological literature. 

 

 

•  Course code: SOC 401 

•  Course title: Contemporary Sociological Theories 

•  Course credit load: 3 

 

SERIES 2: Classical Thinkers and Grand Theories 

Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, each with sub-Parts to provide clarity and 

depth. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

• 2.1.1 The concept of positivism 

• 2.1.2 The law of three stages 

• 2.1.3 Comte’s vision of sociology as a science 

2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

• 2.2.1 Social Darwinism and society as an organism 

• 2.2.2 Spencer’s views on gradual social change 

• 2.2.3 Critiques of Spencer’s evolutionary approach 

2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 
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• 2.3.1 The concept of social facts 

• 2.3.2 Collective conscience and social order 

• 2.3.3 Durkheim’s studies on religion and suicide 

2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern Foundations 

• 2.4.1 Weber’s concept of verstehen and rationalisation 

• 2.4.2 Bureaucracy and authority in modern society 

• 2.4.3 Parsons’ structural-functionalism and the AGIL schema 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the foundations and evolution of sociological theory, tracing its 

philosophical roots and examining how classical ideas developed into contemporary 

perspectives. Building on that foundation, this Series turns our attention to the classical thinkers 

themselves and the grand theories they propounded. These thinkers provided the intellectual 

scaffolding upon which sociology was established, and their contributions remain central to the 

discipline today. 

The aim of this Series is to examine the major contributions of classical sociological thinkers and 

to analyse the grand theories they developed. By doing so, you will gain a deeper appreciation of 

how their ideas shaped the discipline and continue to influence sociological thought and practice. 

We shall commence this Series by studying Auguste Comte and his vision of sociology as a 

science, focusing on positivism and the law of three stages. Next, we will move on to Herbert 

Spencer, who applied evolutionary principles to society and introduced social Darwinism. 

Following that, we will consider Émile Durkheim’s emphasis on social facts, collective 

conscience, and his empirical studies of religion and suicide. Finally, we will wrap up by 

examining Max Weber’s interpretive approach and Parsons’ structural-functionalism, including 

the AGIL schema, to show how their grand theories provided modern foundations for sociology. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 define Comte’s concept of positivism and explain the law of three stages, 

• SLO 2.2 analyse Spencer’s application of evolutionary principles to society and evaluate 

the idea of social Darwinism, 

• SLO 2.3 describe Durkheim’s concept of social facts and explain the role of collective 

conscience in maintaining social order, 

• SLO 2.4 examine Weber’s interpretive approach through verstehen and rationalisation, 

• SLO 2.5 evaluate Parsons’ structural-functionalism and apply the AGIL schema to the 

analysis of social systems. 
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2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

2.1.1 The concept of positivism 

Positivism is the belief that knowledge should be based on observable phenomena and empirical 

evidence rather than speculation or metaphysical ideas. Auguste Comte introduced this concept 

to emphasise that sociology must adopt scientific methods similar to those used in the natural 

sciences. By grounding knowledge in observation, sociology could provide reliable explanations 

of social behaviour and institutions. 

Fill in the blank: __________ is the belief that knowledge should be based on observable 

phenomena and empirical evidence. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Diagram showing the relationship between observation, evidence, and theory in positivism. 

Figure 2.1: Positivism as the foundation of sociology  

 

2.1.2 The law of three stages 

Comte proposed the law of three stages, which explains the progression of human thought and 

society. According to this law, societies evolve through three stages: 

• The theological stage, where phenomena are explained through religious beliefs and 

supernatural forces. 

• The metaphysical stage, where abstract reasoning and philosophical speculation 

dominate. 
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• The scientific stage, where explanations are based on empirical observation and 

scientific reasoning. 

This progression reflects Comte’s belief that sociology, as a science, represents the highest stage 

of intellectual development. 

Fill in the blank: According to Comte, societies evolve through the theological, metaphysical, 

and __________ stages. 

Box 2.1: Comte’s law of three stages summarised  

 

2.1.3 Comte’s vision of sociology as a science 
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Comte envisioned sociology as the “queen of the sciences,” integrating insights from other 

disciplines to explain social phenomena. He argued that sociology should not only study society 

but also guide social reform. By applying scientific principles, sociology could help improve 

social order and progress. This vision positioned sociology as both a theoretical and practical 

discipline, capable of addressing the challenges of modern society. 

Fill in the blank: Comte envisioned sociology as the __________ of the sciences, integrating 

insights from other disciplines. 

Image of Auguste Comte with his published works. Plate 2.1: Auguste Comte and his vision of 

sociology  
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Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Which concept introduced by Comte emphasises that knowledge should be based on 

observable phenomena? a) Verstehen b) Positivism c) Social Darwinism d) 

Rationalisation 

2. According to Comte’s law of three stages, which stage is characterised by reliance on 

supernatural explanations? a) Scientific stage b) Metaphysical stage c) Theological stage 

d) Rational stage 

3. Which stage in Comte’s law of three stages is dominated by abstract reasoning and 

speculation? a) Scientific stage b) Metaphysical stage c) Theological stage d) Empirical 

stage 

4. Comte envisioned sociology as the __________ of the sciences. a) servant b) queen c) 

foundation d) branch 

5. Fill in the blank: By applying scientific principles, sociology could help improve 

__________ and progress. 

 

 

2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

2.2.1 Social Darwinism and society as an organism 

Social Darwinism is the application of evolutionary principles to society, suggesting that social 

institutions and structures evolve in ways similar to biological organisms. Herbert Spencer 

argued that societies adapt and survive through competition, with stronger institutions prevailing 

over weaker ones. He compared society to a living organism, where different parts such as 

family, economy, and government function together to maintain survival and stability. 

Fill in the blank: Herbert Spencer compared society to a __________, where different parts 

function together to maintain survival. 
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Diagram showing society as an organism with interconnected institutions. Figure 2.2: Society as 

an organism in Spencer’s theory  

 

2.2.2 Spencer’s views on gradual social change 

Spencer believed that social change should occur gradually rather than through sudden 

revolutions. He argued that societies evolve naturally over time, adapting to new conditions and 

challenges. According to him, attempts to force rapid change could disrupt the balance of society 

and lead to instability. His emphasis on gradualism reflected his broader evolutionary outlook, 

where progress was seen as a slow but steady process. 

Fill in the blank: Spencer argued that societies evolve naturally over time and that social change 

should occur __________. 
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Box 2.2: Spencer’s principle of gradual social change  

 

2.2.3 Critiques of Spencer’s evolutionary approach 

Spencer’s ideas were influential but also controversial. Critics argue that social Darwinism 

oversimplifies complex social processes and can be used to justify inequality. By suggesting that 

stronger institutions naturally prevail, Spencer’s theory risks overlooking the role of deliberate 

social reform and collective action. Modern sociologists caution against applying biological 

analogies too rigidly to society, noting that human communities are shaped by culture, values, 

and cooperation as much as competition. 

Fill in the blank: Critics argue that Spencer’s theory of social Darwinism risks justifying 

__________. 
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Image of a classroom debate on Spencer’s evolutionary sociology. Plate 2.2: Debating Spencer’s 

evolutionary approach  

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Herbert Spencer compared society to which of the following? a) A machine b) An 

organism c) A contract d) A network 

2. Which concept refers to the application of evolutionary principles to society? a) 

Positivism b) Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation 

3. Spencer argued that social change should occur: a) Suddenly b) Gradually c) Through 

revolution d) By force 
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4. Critics argue that Spencer’s theory risks justifying: a) Equality b) Inequality c) 

Cooperation d) Reform 

5. Fill in the blank: Spencer believed that societies evolve naturally over time, adapting to 

new __________ and challenges. 

 

 

2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 

2.3.1 The concept of social facts 

Social facts are external and constraining forces that shape individual behaviour. Émile 

Durkheim introduced this concept to demonstrate that society exerts influence over individuals 

through norms, laws, customs, and institutions. Social facts exist outside the individual yet guide 

and limit their actions, making them essential for understanding how societies function. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim described __________ as external and constraining forces that shape 

individual behaviour. 
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Diagram showing examples of social facts such as laws, norms, and institutions. Figure 2.3: 

Social facts as forces shaping behaviour  

 

2.3.2 Collective conscience and social order 

Durkheim emphasised the importance of the collective conscience, which refers to the shared 

beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that unify a society. This collective conscience provides 

cohesion and ensures social order by guiding behaviour and reinforcing common norms. Without 

it, societies risk fragmentation and instability. Durkheim argued that the strength of the collective 

conscience varies across societies, being stronger in traditional communities and weaker in 

modern, individualistic ones. 
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Fill in the blank: The __________ conscience refers to the shared beliefs, values, and moral 

attitudes that unify a society. 

Box 2.3: Features of the collective conscience  

 

2.3.3 Durkheim’s studies on religion and suicide 

Durkheim conducted pioneering empirical studies to demonstrate the power of social facts. In his 

study of religion, he showed how rituals and beliefs reinforce social solidarity. In his famous 

work on suicide, he revealed that even seemingly personal acts are influenced by social factors 

such as integration and regulation. He identified different types of suicide, including egoistic, 
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altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic, each linked to social conditions. These studies established 

sociology as a scientific discipline capable of explaining complex social phenomena. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of __________ revealed that even personal acts are 

influenced by social factors such as integration and regulation. 

Image of Durkheim’s book “Suicide” with symbolic representation of social factors. Plate 2.3: 

Durkheim’s study of suicide as a sociological phenomenon  

 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. What did Durkheim describe as external and constraining forces that shape behaviour? a) 

Social Darwinism b) Social facts c) Positivism d) Verstehen 
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2. Which concept refers to shared beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that unify a society? a) 

Rationalisation b) Collective conscience c) Bureaucracy d) Social contract 

3. Durkheim’s study of suicide demonstrated that personal acts are influenced by: a) 

Biological instincts b) Social factors c) Random chance d) Individual choice alone 

4. Which type of suicide is linked to low social integration? a) Egoistic b) Altruistic c) 

Anomic d) Fatalistic 

5. Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of religion showed how rituals and beliefs reinforce 

__________. 

 

 

2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern 

Foundations 

2.4.1 Weber’s concept of verstehen and rationalisation 

Verstehen is a German term meaning interpretive understanding. Max Weber introduced this 

concept to emphasise that sociologists must grasp the meanings individuals attach to their 

actions. Rather than only observing behaviour, Weber argued that we must interpret the 

subjective motives behind it. 

Weber also analysed rationalisation, which refers to the increasing reliance on rules, efficiency, 

and calculation in modern societies. He noted that rationalisation leads to the growth of 

bureaucracy, where authority is exercised through formal procedures and hierarchies. While 

rationalisation brings order and predictability, Weber warned that it could also trap individuals in 

what he called the “iron cage” of bureaucracy. 

Fill in the blank: Weber’s concept of __________ emphasises interpretive understanding of the 

meanings individuals attach to their actions. 
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Diagram showing Weber’s concepts of verstehen and rationalisation. Figure 2.4: Weber’s 

interpretive and rational perspectives  

 

2.4.2 Bureaucracy and authority in modern society 

Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal. Traditional 

authority is based on customs and long-standing practices, charismatic authority arises from 

personal qualities of leaders, and rational-legal authority is grounded in formal rules and laws. 

Weber argued that modern societies increasingly rely on rational-legal authority, particularly 

through bureaucratic organisations. Bureaucracy, according to Weber, is characterised by 

hierarchy, division of labour, and rule-based decision-making. While bureaucracy ensures 

efficiency and fairness, it can also become rigid and impersonal. 
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Fill in the blank: Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and 

__________-legal. 

Box 2.4: Weber’s three types of authority  

 

2.4.3 Parsons’ structural-functionalism and the AGIL schema 

Structural-functionalism is a theoretical framework developed by Talcott Parsons, which views 

society as a system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. Parsons argued 

that each institution serves a function that contributes to the overall balance of society. 

He introduced the AGIL schema, identifying four functional imperatives for any social system: 

• Adaptation: securing resources and adjusting to the environment. 
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• Goal attainment: setting and achieving objectives. 

• Integration: maintaining cohesion among different parts of society. 

• Latency: preserving cultural patterns and values over time. 

Parsons’ grand theory provided a systematic way of analysing how institutions such as family, 

education, and religion contribute to social order. 

Fill in the blank: Parsons’ __________ schema identifies four functional imperatives for any 

social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Image of Talcott Parsons with a diagram of the AGIL schema. Plate 2.4: Parsons and the AGIL 

schema  
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Pilot questions 2.4 

1. Which concept introduced by Weber emphasises interpretive understanding? a) 

Positivism b) Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation 

2. Rationalisation in modern society leads to the growth of: a) Bureaucracy b) Charisma c) 

Tradition d) Revolution 

3. Which type of authority is based on customs and long-standing practices? a) Rational-

legal b) Charismatic c) Traditional d) Bureaucratic 

4. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

one of them? a) Legislation b) Adaptation c) Revolution d) Competition 

5. Fill in the blank: Parsons’ structural-functionalism views society as a system of 

__________ parts working together to maintain stability. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has examined the classical thinkers and grand theories that provided the intellectual 

foundations of sociology, showing how their ideas continue to shape the discipline. We began 

with Auguste Comte, focusing on his concept of positivism, the law of three stages, and his 

vision of sociology as the “queen of the sciences.” We then moved on to Herbert Spencer, who 

applied evolutionary principles to society, introduced social Darwinism, and emphasised gradual 

social change. Following that, we explored Émile Durkheim’s contributions, including his 

concept of social facts, the collective conscience, and his empirical studies of religion and 

suicide. Finally, we studied Max Weber’s interpretive approach through verstehen and 

rationalisation, his analysis of authority and bureaucracy, and Parsons’ structural-functionalism 

with the AGIL schema. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define Comte’s positivism and law of three 

stages, analyse Spencer’s evolutionary sociology, describe Durkheim’s social facts and collective 

conscience, examine Weber’s interpretive and rational perspectives, and evaluate Parsons’ 

structural-functionalism using the AGIL schema. These outcomes align directly with the Series 

Learning Outcomes, ensuring that you have gained a clear and structured understanding of how 

classical thinkers shaped sociology and how their grand theories continue to inform modern 

sociological analysis. 

 

Glossary of terms 

AGIL schema: A framework developed by Talcott Parsons that identifies four functional 

imperatives of any social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Bureaucracy: A system of organisation characterised by hierarchy, division of labour, and rule-

based decision-making, often associated with efficiency but also with rigidity. 

Collective conscience: A concept introduced by Émile Durkheim referring to the shared beliefs, 

values, and moral attitudes that unify a society and maintain social order. 
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Law of three stages: Auguste Comte’s theory that human thought and society progress through 

theological, metaphysical, and scientific stages. 

Positivism: A belief introduced by Comte that knowledge should be based on observable 

phenomena and empirical evidence rather than speculation. 

Rationalisation: Max Weber’s idea describing the increasing reliance on rules, efficiency, and 

calculation in modern societies, often linked to the growth of bureaucracy. 

Social Darwinism: Herbert Spencer’s application of evolutionary principles to society, 

suggesting that stronger institutions prevail over weaker ones. 

Social facts: External and constraining forces identified by Durkheim, such as laws, norms, and 

institutions, which shape individual behaviour. 

Structural-functionalism: A theoretical framework developed by Parsons that views society as 

a system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. 

Traditional authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, based on customs and long-

standing practices. 

Charismatic authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, arising from the personal 

qualities and leadership of an individual. 

Rational-legal authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, grounded in formal rules and 

laws, typical of modern bureaucratic systems. 

Verstehen: A concept introduced by Weber meaning interpretive understanding, requiring 

sociologists to grasp the meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

 

 

Concept check questions 2 

Objective questions 

1. Which concept introduced by Comte emphasises that knowledge should be based on 

observable phenomena? a) Verstehen b) Positivism c) Social Darwinism d) 

Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Herbert Spencer compared society to which of the following? a) A machine b) An 

organism c) A contract d) A network (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

3. What did Durkheim describe as external and constraining forces that shape behaviour? a) 

Social Darwinism b) Social facts c) Positivism d) Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

4. Which concept introduced by Weber means interpretive understanding? a) Positivism b) 

Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

5. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

NOT one of them? a) Adaptation b) Goal attainment c) Integration d) Legislation (Linked 

to SLO 2.5) 
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Short-answer questions 

6. Define Comte’s law of three stages. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Explain Spencer’s principle of gradual social change. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

8. What is meant by Durkheim’s concept of the collective conscience? (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

9. Briefly describe Weber’s three types of authority. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

10. State the four functional imperatives in Parsons’ AGIL schema. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the contributions of Comte and Spencer to the foundations of sociology. (Linked 

to SLO 2.1 and SLO 2.2) 

12. Evaluate Durkheim’s studies of religion and suicide in demonstrating the role of social 

facts. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

13. Examine Weber’s concepts of verstehen and rationalisation, and assess their relevance to 

modern sociology. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

14. Evaluate Parsons’ structural-functionalism and apply the AGIL schema to explain how 

institutions maintain social order. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective questions 

1. b) Positivism 

2. b) An organism 

3. b) Social facts 

4. b) Verstehen 

5. d) Legislation 

Short-answer questions 

6. Comte’s law of three stages explains that societies progress through theological, 

metaphysical, and scientific stages of thought. 

7. Spencer argued that social change should occur gradually, as societies evolve naturally 

over time, adapting to new conditions. 

8. The collective conscience refers to the shared beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that 

unify a society and maintain social order. 

9. Weber identified three types of authority: traditional (based on customs), charismatic 

(based on personal qualities), and rational-legal (based on formal rules and laws). 

10. The four functional imperatives are Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and 

Latency. 
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Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Comte introduced positivism and the law of three stages, while Spencer 

applied evolutionary principles to society and introduced social Darwinism. Value-added 

response: Learners may further discuss how Comte’s vision of sociology as the “queen of the 

sciences” shaped its scientific identity, and how Spencer’s analogy of society as an organism 

influenced debates on gradual change and adaptation. 

12. Basic response: Durkheim’s studies of religion and suicide demonstrated that social facts 

influence even personal acts, reinforcing the importance of social integration and regulation. 

Value-added response: Outstanding learners may highlight how Durkheim’s typology of suicide 

(egoistic, altruistic, anomic, fatalistic) provided a systematic framework for linking social 

conditions to individual behaviour. 

13. Basic response: Weber’s concept of verstehen emphasised interpretive understanding, 

while rationalisation explained the increasing reliance on rules and bureaucracy in modern 

societies. Value-added response: Learners may assess how these ideas remain relevant today, for 

example in understanding cultural diversity through interpretive methods and analysing the 

challenges of bureaucratic systems in contemporary governance. 

14. Basic response: Parsons’ structural-functionalism views society as a system of 

interrelated parts, and the AGIL schema identifies four imperatives that sustain social order. 

Value-added response: Learners may apply the AGIL schema to institutions such as education or 

family, showing how each fulfils adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency, thereby 

maintaining stability in society. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2 

Part 2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

1. Positivism 

2. Theological stage 

3. Metaphysical stage 

4. Queen 

5. Social order 

Part 2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

1. An organism 

2. Social Darwinism 

3. Gradually 

4. Inequality 

5. Conditions 
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Part 2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 

1. Social facts 

2. Collective conscience 

3. Social factors 

4. Egoistic 

5. Social solidarity 

Part 2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern Foundations 

1. Verstehen 

2. Bureaucracy 

3. Traditional 

4. Adaptation 

5. Interrelated 

 

References and Attributions 2 

Textual sources 

• Course content adapted from SOC 401: Contemporary Sociological Theories document 

provided by the institution. 

• Key concepts and definitions (e.g., positivism, law of three stages, social Darwinism, 

social facts, collective conscience, verstehen, rationalisation, bureaucracy, authority 

types, structural-functionalism, AGIL schema) were explained within the Series content 

based on classical sociological literature. 
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SERIES 2: Classical Thinkers and Grand Theories 
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Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, each with sub-Parts to provide clarity and 

depth. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

• 2.1.1 The concept of positivism 

• 2.1.2 The law of three stages 

• 2.1.3 Comte’s vision of sociology as a science 

2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

• 2.2.1 Social Darwinism and society as an organism 

• 2.2.2 Spencer’s views on gradual social change 

• 2.2.3 Critiques of Spencer’s evolutionary approach 

2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 

• 2.3.1 The concept of social facts 

• 2.3.2 Collective conscience and social order 

• 2.3.3 Durkheim’s studies on religion and suicide 

2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern Foundations 

• 2.4.1 Weber’s concept of verstehen and rationalisation 

• 2.4.2 Bureaucracy and authority in modern society 

• 2.4.3 Parsons’ structural-functionalism and the AGIL schema 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the foundations and evolution of sociological theory, tracing its 

philosophical roots and examining how classical ideas developed into contemporary 

perspectives. Building on that foundation, this Series turns our attention to the classical thinkers 

themselves and the grand theories they propounded. These thinkers provided the intellectual 

scaffolding upon which sociology was established, and their contributions remain central to the 

discipline today. 

The aim of this Series is to examine the major contributions of classical sociological thinkers and 

to analyse the grand theories they developed. By doing so, you will gain a deeper appreciation of 

how their ideas shaped the discipline and continue to influence sociological thought and practice. 
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We shall commence this Series by studying Auguste Comte and his vision of sociology as a 

science, focusing on positivism and the law of three stages. Next, we will move on to Herbert 

Spencer, who applied evolutionary principles to society and introduced social Darwinism. 

Following that, we will consider Émile Durkheim’s emphasis on social facts, collective 

conscience, and his empirical studies of religion and suicide. Finally, we will wrap up by 

examining Max Weber’s interpretive approach and Parsons’ structural-functionalism, including 

the AGIL schema, to show how their grand theories provided modern foundations for sociology. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 define Comte’s concept of positivism and explain the law of three stages, 

• SLO 2.2 analyse Spencer’s application of evolutionary principles to society and evaluate 

the idea of social Darwinism, 

• SLO 2.3 describe Durkheim’s concept of social facts and explain the role of collective 

conscience in maintaining social order, 

• SLO 2.4 examine Weber’s interpretive approach through verstehen and rationalisation, 

• SLO 2.5 evaluate Parsons’ structural-functionalism and apply the AGIL schema to the 

analysis of social systems. 

 

2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

2.1.1 The concept of positivism 

Positivism is the belief that knowledge should be based on observable phenomena and empirical 

evidence rather than speculation or metaphysical ideas. Auguste Comte introduced this concept 

to emphasise that sociology must adopt scientific methods similar to those used in the natural 

sciences. By grounding knowledge in observation, sociology could provide reliable explanations 

of social behaviour and institutions. 

Fill in the blank: __________ is the belief that knowledge should be based on observable 

phenomena and empirical evidence. 
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Diagram showing the relationship between observation, evidence, and theory in positivism. 

Figure 2.1: Positivism as the foundation of sociology  

 

2.1.2 The law of three stages 

Comte proposed the law of three stages, which explains the progression of human thought and 

society. According to this law, societies evolve through three stages: 

• The theological stage, where phenomena are explained through religious beliefs and 

supernatural forces. 

• The metaphysical stage, where abstract reasoning and philosophical speculation 

dominate. 
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• The scientific stage, where explanations are based on empirical observation and 

scientific reasoning. 

This progression reflects Comte’s belief that sociology, as a science, represents the highest stage 

of intellectual development. 

Fill in the blank: According to Comte, societies evolve through the theological, metaphysical, 

and __________ stages. 

Box 2.1: Comte’s law of three stages summarised  

 

2.1.3 Comte’s vision of sociology as a science 
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Comte envisioned sociology as the “queen of the sciences,” integrating insights from other 

disciplines to explain social phenomena. He argued that sociology should not only study society 

but also guide social reform. By applying scientific principles, sociology could help improve 

social order and progress. This vision positioned sociology as both a theoretical and practical 

discipline, capable of addressing the challenges of modern society. 

Fill in the blank: Comte envisioned sociology as the __________ of the sciences, integrating 

insights from other disciplines. 

Image of Auguste Comte with his published works. Plate 2.1: Auguste Comte and his vision of 

sociology  
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Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Which concept introduced by Comte emphasises that knowledge should be based on 

observable phenomena? a) Verstehen b) Positivism c) Social Darwinism d) 

Rationalisation 

2. According to Comte’s law of three stages, which stage is characterised by reliance on 

supernatural explanations? a) Scientific stage b) Metaphysical stage c) Theological stage 

d) Rational stage 

3. Which stage in Comte’s law of three stages is dominated by abstract reasoning and 

speculation? a) Scientific stage b) Metaphysical stage c) Theological stage d) Empirical 

stage 

4. Comte envisioned sociology as the __________ of the sciences. a) servant b) queen c) 

foundation d) branch 

5. Fill in the blank: By applying scientific principles, sociology could help improve 

__________ and progress. 

 

 

2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

2.2.1 Social Darwinism and society as an organism 

Social Darwinism is the application of evolutionary principles to society, suggesting that social 

institutions and structures evolve in ways similar to biological organisms. Herbert Spencer 

argued that societies adapt and survive through competition, with stronger institutions prevailing 

over weaker ones. He compared society to a living organism, where different parts such as 

family, economy, and government function together to maintain survival and stability. 

Fill in the blank: Herbert Spencer compared society to a __________, where different parts 

function together to maintain survival. 
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Diagram showing society as an organism with interconnected institutions. Figure 2.2: Society as 

an organism in Spencer’s theory  

 

2.2.2 Spencer’s views on gradual social change 

Spencer believed that social change should occur gradually rather than through sudden 

revolutions. He argued that societies evolve naturally over time, adapting to new conditions and 

challenges. According to him, attempts to force rapid change could disrupt the balance of society 

and lead to instability. His emphasis on gradualism reflected his broader evolutionary outlook, 

where progress was seen as a slow but steady process. 

Fill in the blank: Spencer argued that societies evolve naturally over time and that social change 

should occur __________. 
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Box 2.2: Spencer’s principle of gradual social change  

 

2.2.3 Critiques of Spencer’s evolutionary approach 

Spencer’s ideas were influential but also controversial. Critics argue that social Darwinism 

oversimplifies complex social processes and can be used to justify inequality. By suggesting that 

stronger institutions naturally prevail, Spencer’s theory risks overlooking the role of deliberate 

social reform and collective action. Modern sociologists caution against applying biological 

analogies too rigidly to society, noting that human communities are shaped by culture, values, 

and cooperation as much as competition. 

Fill in the blank: Critics argue that Spencer’s theory of social Darwinism risks justifying 

__________. 
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Image of a classroom debate on Spencer’s evolutionary sociology. Plate 2.2: Debating Spencer’s 

evolutionary approach  

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Herbert Spencer compared society to which of the following? a) A machine b) An 

organism c) A contract d) A network 

2. Which concept refers to the application of evolutionary principles to society? a) 

Positivism b) Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation 

3. Spencer argued that social change should occur: a) Suddenly b) Gradually c) Through 

revolution d) By force 
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4. Critics argue that Spencer’s theory risks justifying: a) Equality b) Inequality c) 

Cooperation d) Reform 

5. Fill in the blank: Spencer believed that societies evolve naturally over time, adapting to 

new __________ and challenges. 

 

 

2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 

2.3.1 The concept of social facts 

Social facts are external and constraining forces that shape individual behaviour. Émile 

Durkheim introduced this concept to demonstrate that society exerts influence over individuals 

through norms, laws, customs, and institutions. Social facts exist outside the individual yet guide 

and limit their actions, making them essential for understanding how societies function. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim described __________ as external and constraining forces that shape 

individual behaviour. 
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Diagram showing examples of social facts such as laws, norms, and institutions. Figure 2.3: 

Social facts as forces shaping behaviour  

 

2.3.2 Collective conscience and social order 

Durkheim emphasised the importance of the collective conscience, which refers to the shared 

beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that unify a society. This collective conscience provides 

cohesion and ensures social order by guiding behaviour and reinforcing common norms. Without 

it, societies risk fragmentation and instability. Durkheim argued that the strength of the collective 

conscience varies across societies, being stronger in traditional communities and weaker in 

modern, individualistic ones. 
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Fill in the blank: The __________ conscience refers to the shared beliefs, values, and moral 

attitudes that unify a society. 

Box 2.3: Features of the collective conscience  

 

2.3.3 Durkheim’s studies on religion and suicide 

Durkheim conducted pioneering empirical studies to demonstrate the power of social facts. In his 

study of religion, he showed how rituals and beliefs reinforce social solidarity. In his famous 

work on suicide, he revealed that even seemingly personal acts are influenced by social factors 

such as integration and regulation. He identified different types of suicide, including egoistic, 
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altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic, each linked to social conditions. These studies established 

sociology as a scientific discipline capable of explaining complex social phenomena. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of __________ revealed that even personal acts are 

influenced by social factors such as integration and regulation. 

Image of Durkheim’s book “Suicide” with symbolic representation of social factors. Plate 2.3: 

Durkheim’s study of suicide as a sociological phenomenon  

 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. What did Durkheim describe as external and constraining forces that shape behaviour? a) 

Social Darwinism b) Social facts c) Positivism d) Verstehen 
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2. Which concept refers to shared beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that unify a society? a) 

Rationalisation b) Collective conscience c) Bureaucracy d) Social contract 

3. Durkheim’s study of suicide demonstrated that personal acts are influenced by: a) 

Biological instincts b) Social factors c) Random chance d) Individual choice alone 

4. Which type of suicide is linked to low social integration? a) Egoistic b) Altruistic c) 

Anomic d) Fatalistic 

5. Fill in the blank: Durkheim’s study of religion showed how rituals and beliefs reinforce 

__________. 

 

 

2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern 

Foundations 

2.4.1 Weber’s concept of verstehen and rationalisation 

Verstehen is a German term meaning interpretive understanding. Max Weber introduced this 

concept to emphasise that sociologists must grasp the meanings individuals attach to their 

actions. Rather than only observing behaviour, Weber argued that we must interpret the 

subjective motives behind it. 

Weber also analysed rationalisation, which refers to the increasing reliance on rules, efficiency, 

and calculation in modern societies. He noted that rationalisation leads to the growth of 

bureaucracy, where authority is exercised through formal procedures and hierarchies. While 

rationalisation brings order and predictability, Weber warned that it could also trap individuals in 

what he called the “iron cage” of bureaucracy. 

Fill in the blank: Weber’s concept of __________ emphasises interpretive understanding of the 

meanings individuals attach to their actions. 
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Diagram showing Weber’s concepts of verstehen and rationalisation. Figure 2.4: Weber’s 

interpretive and rational perspectives  

 

2.4.2 Bureaucracy and authority in modern society 

Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal. Traditional 

authority is based on customs and long-standing practices, charismatic authority arises from 

personal qualities of leaders, and rational-legal authority is grounded in formal rules and laws. 

Weber argued that modern societies increasingly rely on rational-legal authority, particularly 

through bureaucratic organisations. Bureaucracy, according to Weber, is characterised by 

hierarchy, division of labour, and rule-based decision-making. While bureaucracy ensures 

efficiency and fairness, it can also become rigid and impersonal. 
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Fill in the blank: Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and 

__________-legal. 

Box 2.4: Weber’s three types of authority  

 

2.4.3 Parsons’ structural-functionalism and the AGIL schema 

Structural-functionalism is a theoretical framework developed by Talcott Parsons, which views 

society as a system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. Parsons argued 

that each institution serves a function that contributes to the overall balance of society. 

He introduced the AGIL schema, identifying four functional imperatives for any social system: 

• Adaptation: securing resources and adjusting to the environment. 
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• Goal attainment: setting and achieving objectives. 

• Integration: maintaining cohesion among different parts of society. 

• Latency: preserving cultural patterns and values over time. 

Parsons’ grand theory provided a systematic way of analysing how institutions such as family, 

education, and religion contribute to social order. 

Fill in the blank: Parsons’ __________ schema identifies four functional imperatives for any 

social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Image of Talcott Parsons with a diagram of the AGIL schema. Plate 2.4: Parsons and the AGIL 

schema  
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Pilot questions 2.4 

1. Which concept introduced by Weber emphasises interpretive understanding? a) 

Positivism b) Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation 

2. Rationalisation in modern society leads to the growth of: a) Bureaucracy b) Charisma c) 

Tradition d) Revolution 

3. Which type of authority is based on customs and long-standing practices? a) Rational-

legal b) Charismatic c) Traditional d) Bureaucratic 

4. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

one of them? a) Legislation b) Adaptation c) Revolution d) Competition 

5. Fill in the blank: Parsons’ structural-functionalism views society as a system of 

__________ parts working together to maintain stability. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has examined the classical thinkers and grand theories that provided the intellectual 

foundations of sociology, showing how their ideas continue to shape the discipline. We began 

with Auguste Comte, focusing on his concept of positivism, the law of three stages, and his 

vision of sociology as the “queen of the sciences.” We then moved on to Herbert Spencer, who 

applied evolutionary principles to society, introduced social Darwinism, and emphasised gradual 

social change. Following that, we explored Émile Durkheim’s contributions, including his 

concept of social facts, the collective conscience, and his empirical studies of religion and 

suicide. Finally, we studied Max Weber’s interpretive approach through verstehen and 

rationalisation, his analysis of authority and bureaucracy, and Parsons’ structural-functionalism 

with the AGIL schema. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define Comte’s positivism and law of three 

stages, analyse Spencer’s evolutionary sociology, describe Durkheim’s social facts and collective 

conscience, examine Weber’s interpretive and rational perspectives, and evaluate Parsons’ 

structural-functionalism using the AGIL schema. These outcomes align directly with the Series 

Learning Outcomes, ensuring that you have gained a clear and structured understanding of how 

classical thinkers shaped sociology and how their grand theories continue to inform modern 

sociological analysis. 

 

Glossary of terms 

AGIL schema: A framework developed by Talcott Parsons that identifies four functional 

imperatives of any social system: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and Latency. 

Bureaucracy: A system of organisation characterised by hierarchy, division of labour, and rule-

based decision-making, often associated with efficiency but also with rigidity. 

Collective conscience: A concept introduced by Émile Durkheim referring to the shared beliefs, 

values, and moral attitudes that unify a society and maintain social order. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Law of three stages: Auguste Comte’s theory that human thought and society progress through 

theological, metaphysical, and scientific stages. 

Positivism: A belief introduced by Comte that knowledge should be based on observable 

phenomena and empirical evidence rather than speculation. 

Rationalisation: Max Weber’s idea describing the increasing reliance on rules, efficiency, and 

calculation in modern societies, often linked to the growth of bureaucracy. 

Social Darwinism: Herbert Spencer’s application of evolutionary principles to society, 

suggesting that stronger institutions prevail over weaker ones. 

Social facts: External and constraining forces identified by Durkheim, such as laws, norms, and 

institutions, which shape individual behaviour. 

Structural-functionalism: A theoretical framework developed by Parsons that views society as 

a system of interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. 

Traditional authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, based on customs and long-

standing practices. 

Charismatic authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, arising from the personal 

qualities and leadership of an individual. 

Rational-legal authority: A type of authority identified by Weber, grounded in formal rules and 

laws, typical of modern bureaucratic systems. 

Verstehen: A concept introduced by Weber meaning interpretive understanding, requiring 

sociologists to grasp the meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

 

 

Concept check questions 2 

Objective questions 

1. Which concept introduced by Comte emphasises that knowledge should be based on 

observable phenomena? a) Verstehen b) Positivism c) Social Darwinism d) 

Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Herbert Spencer compared society to which of the following? a) A machine b) An 

organism c) A contract d) A network (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

3. What did Durkheim describe as external and constraining forces that shape behaviour? a) 

Social Darwinism b) Social facts c) Positivism d) Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

4. Which concept introduced by Weber means interpretive understanding? a) Positivism b) 

Verstehen c) Social Darwinism d) Rationalisation (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

5. Parsons’ AGIL schema identifies four functional imperatives. Which of the following is 

NOT one of them? a) Adaptation b) Goal attainment c) Integration d) Legislation (Linked 

to SLO 2.5) 
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Short-answer questions 

6. Define Comte’s law of three stages. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Explain Spencer’s principle of gradual social change. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

8. What is meant by Durkheim’s concept of the collective conscience? (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

9. Briefly describe Weber’s three types of authority. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

10. State the four functional imperatives in Parsons’ AGIL schema. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the contributions of Comte and Spencer to the foundations of sociology. (Linked 

to SLO 2.1 and SLO 2.2) 

12. Evaluate Durkheim’s studies of religion and suicide in demonstrating the role of social 

facts. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

13. Examine Weber’s concepts of verstehen and rationalisation, and assess their relevance to 

modern sociology. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

14. Evaluate Parsons’ structural-functionalism and apply the AGIL schema to explain how 

institutions maintain social order. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective questions 

1. b) Positivism 

2. b) An organism 

3. b) Social facts 

4. b) Verstehen 

5. d) Legislation 

Short-answer questions 

6. Comte’s law of three stages explains that societies progress through theological, 

metaphysical, and scientific stages of thought. 

7. Spencer argued that social change should occur gradually, as societies evolve naturally 

over time, adapting to new conditions. 

8. The collective conscience refers to the shared beliefs, values, and moral attitudes that 

unify a society and maintain social order. 

9. Weber identified three types of authority: traditional (based on customs), charismatic 

(based on personal qualities), and rational-legal (based on formal rules and laws). 

10. The four functional imperatives are Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, and 

Latency. 
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Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Comte introduced positivism and the law of three stages, while Spencer 

applied evolutionary principles to society and introduced social Darwinism. Value-added 

response: Learners may further discuss how Comte’s vision of sociology as the “queen of the 

sciences” shaped its scientific identity, and how Spencer’s analogy of society as an organism 

influenced debates on gradual change and adaptation. 

12. Basic response: Durkheim’s studies of religion and suicide demonstrated that social facts 

influence even personal acts, reinforcing the importance of social integration and regulation. 

Value-added response: Outstanding learners may highlight how Durkheim’s typology of suicide 

(egoistic, altruistic, anomic, fatalistic) provided a systematic framework for linking social 

conditions to individual behaviour. 

13. Basic response: Weber’s concept of verstehen emphasised interpretive understanding, 

while rationalisation explained the increasing reliance on rules and bureaucracy in modern 

societies. Value-added response: Learners may assess how these ideas remain relevant today, for 

example in understanding cultural diversity through interpretive methods and analysing the 

challenges of bureaucratic systems in contemporary governance. 

14. Basic response: Parsons’ structural-functionalism views society as a system of 

interrelated parts, and the AGIL schema identifies four imperatives that sustain social order. 

Value-added response: Learners may apply the AGIL schema to institutions such as education or 

family, showing how each fulfils adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency, thereby 

maintaining stability in society. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2 

Part 2.1 Auguste Comte and the Birth of Sociology 

1. Positivism 

2. Theological stage 

3. Metaphysical stage 

4. Queen 

5. Social order 

Part 2.2 Herbert Spencer and Evolutionary Sociology 

1. An organism 

2. Social Darwinism 

3. Gradually 

4. Inequality 

5. Conditions 
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Part 2.3 Émile Durkheim and Social Facts 

1. Social facts 

2. Collective conscience 

3. Social factors 

4. Egoistic 

5. Social solidarity 

Part 2.4 Max Weber and Parsons: Grand Theories and Modern Foundations 

1. Verstehen 

2. Bureaucracy 

3. Traditional 

4. Adaptation 

5. Interrelated 

 

References and Attributions 2 

Textual sources 

• Course content adapted from SOC 401: Contemporary Sociological Theories document 

provided by the institution. 

• Key concepts and definitions (e.g., positivism, law of three stages, social Darwinism, 

social facts, collective conscience, verstehen, rationalisation, bureaucracy, authority 

types, structural-functionalism, AGIL schema) were explained within the Series content 

based on classical sociological literature. 
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SERIES 3: Major Contemporary Orientations in 

Sociology 
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Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, each with sub-Parts to provide clarity and 

depth. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

3.1 Functionalist perspectives in contemporary sociology 

• 3.1.1 Key principles of functionalism in modern contexts 

• 3.1.2 Applications to institutions such as education and family 

• 3.1.3 Critiques and limitations of functionalist perspectives 

3.2 Conflict perspectives and critical sociology 

• 3.2.1 Marxist foundations and contemporary adaptations 

• 3.2.2 Power, inequality, and social change 

• 3.2.3 Neo-Marxist and critical approaches in sociology 

3.3 Symbolic interactionism and micro-sociological orientations 

• 3.3.1 The role of symbols and meanings in everyday life 

• 3.3.2 Dramaturgy and social interaction (Goffman) 

• 3.3.3 Applications to identity, communication, and socialisation 

3.4 Emerging orientations and integrative approaches 

• 3.4.1 Feminist sociology and gender perspectives 

• 3.4.2 Postmodern and global sociology 

• 3.4.3 Integrative frameworks combining macro and micro perspectives 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the classical thinkers and grand theories that laid the foundations 

of sociology. Building on that knowledge, this Series turns to the major contemporary 

orientations that have shaped sociology in the modern era. These perspectives provide tools for 

analysing current social issues and help us understand how societies function, change, and 

interact in today’s complex world. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the principal contemporary orientations in sociology 

and to equip you with the ability to apply these perspectives to both theoretical debates and 

practical social problems. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring functionalist perspectives in contemporary 

sociology, considering their applications and limitations. Next, we will move on to conflict 

perspectives and critical sociology, focusing on power, inequality, and social change. Following 
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that, we will examine symbolic interactionism and micro-sociological orientations, with attention 

to everyday meanings and identity. Finally, we will wrap up by studying emerging orientations 

such as feminist sociology, postmodern approaches, and integrative frameworks that combine 

macro and micro perspectives. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 explain the key principles of functionalist perspectives in contemporary 

sociology, 

• SLO 3.2 analyse how functionalist approaches apply to institutions such as education and 

family, 

• SLO 3.3 evaluate the main critiques and limitations of functionalist perspectives, 

• SLO 3.4 describe the Marxist foundations of conflict perspectives and their 

contemporary adaptations, 

• SLO 3.5 examine the role of power and inequality in shaping social change within 

conflict and critical sociology, 

• SLO 3.6 assess neo-Marxist and critical approaches in contemporary sociological 

analysis, 

• SLO 3.7 define the principles of symbolic interactionism and explain the role of symbols 

and meanings in everyday life, 

• SLO 3.8 apply dramaturgical analysis to social interaction using Goffman’s framework, 

• SLO 3.9 analyse how symbolic interactionism contributes to the study of identity, 

communication, and socialisation, 

• SLO 3.10 evaluate feminist sociology and its contributions to understanding gender 

perspectives, 

• SLO 3.11 discuss postmodern and global orientations in sociology, and 

• SLO 3.12 apply integrative frameworks that combine macro and micro perspectives to 

contemporary social issues. 

 

3.1 Functionalist Perspectives in Contemporary Sociology 

3.1.1 Key principles of functionalism in modern contexts 

Functionalism is a sociological perspective that views society as a system of interrelated parts 

working together to maintain stability and order. In contemporary sociology, functionalism 

emphasises how institutions such as family, education, and religion contribute to the smooth 
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functioning of society. Each institution performs specific roles that support social cohesion and 

balance. 

Fill in the blank: __________ is a sociological perspective that views society as a system of 

interrelated parts working together to maintain stability. 

Diagram showing society as a system with institutions like family, education, and religion 

contributing to stability. Figure 3.1: Functionalist view of society as a system  

 

3.1.2 Applications to institutions such as education and family 

Functionalist perspectives highlight the role of institutions in meeting social needs. For example, 

the family provides socialisation and emotional support, while education transmits knowledge 
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and cultural values. These institutions help individuals integrate into society and prepare them 

for participation in economic and civic life. Functionalists argue that when institutions perform 

their roles effectively, society remains stable and cohesive. 

Fill in the blank: According to functionalists, the __________ provides socialisation and 

emotional support, while education transmits knowledge and cultural values. 

Box 3.1: Functionalist roles of family and education  

 

3.1.3 Critiques and limitations of functionalist perspectives 

Although functionalism provides valuable insights, it has been criticised for overlooking conflict 

and inequality. Critics argue that functionalism tends to assume that all institutions contribute 
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positively to society, ignoring how some may reinforce social divisions or privilege certain 

groups. For instance, education may reproduce class inequalities rather than simply transmit 

knowledge. Contemporary sociologists caution that functionalism must be balanced with 

perspectives that highlight power and change. 

Fill in the blank: Critics argue that functionalism overlooks __________ and inequality in 

society. 

Image of a classroom discussion highlighting both strengths and critiques of functionalism. Plate 

3.1: Debating functionalist perspectives in sociology  

 

Pilot questions 3.1 
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1. Which sociological perspective views society as a system of interrelated parts working 

together to maintain stability? a) Conflict theory b) Functionalism c) Symbolic 

interactionism d) Postmodernism 

2. According to functionalists, which institution provides socialisation and emotional 

support? a) Education b) Family c) Religion d) Economy 

3. Which institution transmits knowledge and cultural values according to functionalist 

perspectives? a) Family b) Education c) Government d) Media 

4. Critics argue that functionalism tends to overlook: a) Stability b) Conflict and inequality 

c) Socialisation d) Cultural values 

5. Fill in the blank: Functionalists argue that when institutions perform their roles 

effectively, society remains __________ and cohesive. 

 

 

3.2 Conflict Perspectives and Critical Sociology 

3.2.1 Marxist foundations and contemporary adaptations 

Conflict theory is a sociological perspective rooted in the ideas of Karl Marx. It emphasises that 

society is characterised by inequality and competition over scarce resources. Marx argued that 

the economic structure, particularly the division between the bourgeoisie (owners of production) 

and the proletariat (workers), shapes social relations and institutions. In contemporary sociology, 

conflict perspectives have been adapted to examine issues beyond class, including race, gender, 

and global inequalities. 

Fill in the blank: Conflict theory emphasises that society is characterised by __________ and 

competition over scarce resources. 
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Diagram showing Marx’s class division between bourgeoisie and proletariat. Figure 3.2: Marxist 

foundations of conflict theory  

 

3.2.2 Power, inequality, and social change 

Conflict perspectives highlight the role of power in maintaining inequality. Institutions such as 

law, education, and media may serve the interests of dominant groups, reinforcing their control. 

However, conflict theory also stresses the potential for social change through resistance and 

collective action. By challenging existing power structures, marginalised groups can push for 

reforms and greater equality. 

Fill in the blank: Conflict perspectives highlight the role of __________ in maintaining 

inequality. 
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Box 3.2: Examples of power and inequality in society  

 

3.2.3 Neo-Marxist and critical approaches in sociology 

Neo-Marxist and critical sociology approaches extend Marx’s ideas to modern contexts. Neo-

Marxists examine how culture, ideology, and global capitalism shape inequality, while critical 

sociology focuses on exposing hidden structures of domination. These perspectives encourage 

questioning taken-for-granted assumptions and advocate for transformative change. They remain 

influential in analysing contemporary issues such as globalisation, environmental justice, and 

systemic racism. 

Fill in the blank: Neo-Marxist approaches extend Marx’s ideas by examining how __________ 

and global capitalism shape inequality. 
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Image of a seminar on critical sociology discussing globalisation and inequality. Plate 3.2: 

Critical sociology in contemporary debates  

 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Which sociological perspective emphasises inequality and competition over scarce 

resources? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Symbolic interactionism d) 

Postmodernism 

2. According to Marx, which group owns the means of production? a) Proletariat b) 

Bourgeoisie c) Peasantry d) Middle class 
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3. Conflict perspectives highlight the role of __________ in maintaining inequality. a) 

Power b) Culture c) Solidarity d) Tradition 

4. Neo-Marxist approaches extend Marx’s ideas by examining the role of: a) Culture and 

global capitalism b) Family and religion c) Tradition and charisma d) Bureaucracy and 

rationalisation 

5. Fill in the blank: Critical sociology focuses on exposing hidden structures of 

__________. 

 

 

3.3 Symbolic Interactionism and Micro-Sociological 

Orientations 

3.3.1 The role of symbols and meanings in everyday life 

Symbolic interactionism is a sociological perspective that focuses on how individuals create 

and interpret meanings through social interaction. It emphasises the importance of symbols, 

which are objects, gestures, or words that carry specific meanings agreed upon by members of 

society. Everyday life is shaped by these shared meanings, guiding behaviour and 

communication. For example, a handshake symbolises greeting or agreement, while language 

provides a system of symbols for expressing ideas. 

Fill in the blank: Symbolic interactionism focuses on how individuals create and interpret 

__________ through social interaction. 
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Diagram showing examples of symbols such as handshake, traffic light, and language. Figure 

3.3: Symbols and meanings in everyday life  

 

3.3.2 Dramaturgy and social interaction (Goffman) 

Erving Goffman introduced the concept of dramaturgy, which compares social interaction to a 

theatrical performance. According to Goffman, individuals present themselves in ways that 

manage impressions, much like actors on a stage. He distinguished between the front stage, 

where people perform roles for an audience, and the back stage, where they can relax and be 

themselves. Dramaturgy highlights how identity is constructed and negotiated in everyday 

encounters. 
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Fill in the blank: Goffman’s concept of __________ compares social interaction to a theatrical 

performance. 

Box 3.3: Goffman’s dramaturgical concepts  

 

3.3.3 Applications to identity, communication, and socialisation 

Symbolic interactionism is widely applied to the study of identity, communication, and 

socialisation. Identity is shaped through interactions, as individuals learn how others perceive 

them and adjust their self-concept accordingly. Communication relies on shared symbols, while 

socialisation involves teaching these symbols and meanings to new members of society. This 
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perspective is particularly useful for understanding micro-level processes, such as how children 

learn cultural norms or how people negotiate roles in relationships. 

Fill in the blank: Symbolic interactionism is particularly useful for understanding __________-

level processes such as identity and communication. 

Image of a group discussion illustrating identity and communication in symbolic interactionism. 

Plate 3.3: Identity and communication in symbolic interactionism  

 

Pilot questions 3.3 
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1. Which sociological perspective focuses on how individuals create and interpret meanings 

through social interaction? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Symbolic 

interactionism d) Postmodernism 

2. What are objects, gestures, or words that carry specific meanings agreed upon by 

members of society called? a) Norms b) Symbols c) Roles d) Values 

3. Goffman’s concept of dramaturgy compares social interaction to: a) A contract b) A 

theatrical performance c) A machine d) A ritual 

4. Which stage in Goffman’s dramaturgy refers to the area where individuals perform roles 

for an audience? a) Back stage b) Front stage c) Hidden stage d) Social stage 

5. Fill in the blank: Symbolic interactionism is particularly useful for understanding 

__________-level processes such as identity and communication. 

 

 

 

 

3.4 Emerging Orientations and Integrative Approaches 

3.4.1 Feminist sociology and gender perspectives 

Feminist sociology is a perspective that examines how gender shapes social structures, 

relationships, and inequalities. It challenges traditional theories that often overlooked women’s 

experiences and highlights the importance of studying issues such as patriarchy, gender roles, 

and intersectionality. Feminist sociology also advocates for social change by addressing 

discrimination and promoting equality in institutions such as family, education, and the 

workplace. 

Fill in the blank: __________ sociology examines how gender shapes social structures, 

relationships, and inequalities. 
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Diagram showing feminist sociology with themes of patriarchy, gender roles, and 

intersectionality. Figure 3.4: Feminist sociology and gender perspectives  

 

3.4.2 Postmodern and global sociology 

Postmodern sociology questions universal explanations and emphasises diversity, 

fragmentation, and multiple perspectives. It argues that society cannot be understood through a 

single grand theory, as experiences vary across cultures and contexts. Global sociology extends 

this idea by focusing on interconnectedness in a globalised world, examining issues such as 

migration, global inequality, and cultural exchange. Together, these orientations encourage 

sociologists to look beyond national boundaries and consider the complexity of modern societies. 
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Fill in the blank: Postmodern sociology emphasises diversity, fragmentation, and __________ 

perspectives. 

Box 3.4: Features of postmodern and global sociology  

 

3.4.3 Integrative frameworks combining macro and micro perspectives 

Integrative frameworks aim to bridge the gap between macro-level theories, which focus on 

large-scale structures, and micro-level theories, which examine everyday interactions. By 

combining these perspectives, sociologists can develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

social phenomena. For example, studying education may involve analysing both institutional 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

policies (macro) and classroom interactions (micro). Integrative approaches highlight the 

importance of connecting structural forces with individual experiences. 

Fill in the blank: Integrative frameworks aim to bridge the gap between __________-level and 

micro-level theories. 

Image of a sociological diagram connecting macro structures with micro interactions. Plate 3.4: 

Integrative frameworks in sociology  

 

Pilot questions 3.4 
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1. Which sociological perspective examines how gender shapes social structures and 

inequalities? a) Functionalism b) Feminist sociology c) Conflict theory d) Symbolic 

interactionism 

2. Postmodern sociology emphasises: a) Stability and order b) Diversity and fragmentation 

c) Class struggle d) Bureaucracy 

3. Global sociology focuses on issues such as: a) Migration and global inequality b) Family 

and education c) Bureaucracy and rationalisation d) Rituals and solidarity 

4. Integrative frameworks aim to connect: a) Tradition and charisma b) Macro-level and 

micro-level perspectives c) Rationalisation and bureaucracy d) Symbols and meanings 

5. Fill in the blank: Studying education through integrative frameworks involves analysing 

both institutional policies and __________ interactions. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has explored the major contemporary orientations in sociology, showing how they 

build on classical foundations while addressing modern social realities. We began with 

functionalist perspectives, examining how institutions contribute to stability and cohesion, before 

considering critiques of their limitations. We then moved on to conflict perspectives, rooted in 

Marxist thought, highlighting power, inequality, and the potential for social change, including 

neo-Marxist and critical approaches. Following that, we studied symbolic interactionism, 

focusing on the role of symbols, meanings, and Goffman’s dramaturgy in everyday life, and how 

these shape identity and communication. Finally, we examined emerging orientations, including 

feminist sociology, postmodern and global perspectives, and integrative frameworks that connect 

macro and micro levels of analysis. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to explain functionalist principles, analyse 

conflict perspectives, apply symbolic interactionism to micro-level processes, and evaluate 

emerging orientations such as feminist and postmodern sociology. These achievements align 

directly with the Series Learning Outcomes, ensuring that you can critically engage with 

contemporary sociological theories and apply them to understand both structural forces and 

everyday interactions in modern society. 

 

Glossary of terms 

Conflict theory: A sociological perspective rooted in Karl Marx’s ideas, which emphasises 

inequality and competition over scarce resources in society. 

Critical sociology: An approach that seeks to expose hidden structures of domination and 

advocates for transformative social change. 

Dramaturgy: A concept introduced by Erving Goffman that compares social interaction to a 

theatrical performance, with front stage and back stage behaviours. 

Feminist sociology: A perspective that examines how gender shapes social structures, 

relationships, and inequalities, and advocates for equality and social change. 
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Front stage: In Goffman’s dramaturgy, the area where individuals perform roles for an audience 

and manage impressions. 

Global sociology: An orientation that focuses on interconnectedness in a globalised world, 

examining issues such as migration, inequality, and cultural exchange. 

Integrative frameworks: Approaches that combine macro-level theories of large-scale 

structures with micro-level theories of everyday interactions to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of society. 

Macro-level analysis: The study of large-scale social structures and institutions, such as the 

economy, education systems, or government. 

Micro-level analysis: The study of everyday interactions and small-scale social processes, such 

as communication and identity formation. 

Neo-Marxism: An adaptation of Marxist theory that extends analysis to culture, ideology, and 

global capitalism in explaining inequality. 

Postmodern sociology: A perspective that questions universal explanations and emphasises 

diversity, fragmentation, and multiple viewpoints in understanding society. 

Power: The ability of individuals or groups to control resources, influence institutions, and 

maintain inequality within society. 

Proletariat: In Marxist theory, the working class who do not own the means of production and 

must sell their labour. 

Symbolic interactionism: A sociological perspective that focuses on how individuals create and 

interpret meanings through social interaction using shared symbols. 

Symbols: Objects, gestures, or words that carry specific meanings agreed upon by members of 

society, guiding behaviour and communication. 

Verstehen (noted in Series 2 but relevant here for contrast): A concept introduced by Max 

Weber meaning interpretive understanding of the meanings individuals attach to their actions. 

This glossary provides learners with clear definitions of the key terms introduced in Series 3: 

Major Contemporary Orientations in Sociology, supporting independent study and 

reinforcing the Series Learning Outcomes. 

 

Concept check questions 3 

Objective questions 

1. Which sociological perspective views society as a system of interrelated parts working 

together to maintain stability? a) Conflict theory b) Functionalism c) Symbolic 

interactionism d) Postmodern sociology (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. According to Marx, which group owns the means of production? a) Proletariat b) 

Bourgeoisie c) Peasantry d) Middle class (Linked to SLO 3.4) 
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3. Goffman’s concept of dramaturgy compares social interaction to: a) A contract b) A 

theatrical performance c) A machine d) A ritual (Linked to SLO 3.8) 

4. Postmodern sociology emphasises: a) Stability and order b) Diversity and fragmentation 

c) Class struggle d) Bureaucracy (Linked to SLO 3.11) 

5. Integrative frameworks aim to connect: a) Tradition and charisma b) Macro-level and 

micro-level perspectives c) Rationalisation and bureaucracy d) Symbols and meanings 

(Linked to SLO 3.12) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define functionalism in contemporary sociology. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

7. Explain how education contributes to social stability according to functionalist 

perspectives. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

8. What role does power play in conflict perspectives? (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

9. Briefly describe Goffman’s concepts of front stage and back stage behaviour. (Linked to 

SLO 3.8) 

10. State two key features of postmodern sociology. (Linked to SLO 3.11) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the strengths and limitations of functionalist perspectives in explaining social 

order. (Linked to SLO 3.1–3.3) 

12. Evaluate how conflict perspectives, including neo-Marxist and critical approaches, 

explain inequality and social change. (Linked to SLO 3.4–3.6) 

13. Examine symbolic interactionism’s contribution to the study of identity, communication, 

and socialisation. (Linked to SLO 3.7–3.9) 

14. Assess the relevance of feminist sociology, postmodern orientations, and integrative 

frameworks in addressing contemporary social issues. (Linked to SLO 3.10–3.12) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective questions 

1. b) Functionalism 

2. b) Bourgeoisie 

3. b) A theatrical performance 

4. b) Diversity and fragmentation 

5. b) Macro-level and micro-level perspectives 

Short-answer questions 

6. Functionalism views society as a system of interrelated parts working together to 

maintain stability and cohesion. 
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7. Education transmits knowledge and cultural values, preparing individuals for 

participation in society and reinforcing social integration. 

8. Power maintains inequality by allowing dominant groups to control resources and 

institutions, shaping social outcomes. 

9. Front stage behaviour refers to how individuals perform roles for an audience, while back 

stage behaviour is where they relax and act without performance pressure. 

10. Postmodern sociology emphasises diversity, fragmentation, and multiple perspectives 

rather than universal explanations. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Functionalism explains how institutions contribute to stability but is 

limited by its tendency to overlook conflict and inequality. Value-added response: Learners may 

further discuss how functionalism provides a framework for understanding cohesion but must be 

balanced with perspectives that highlight power dynamics and social change. 

12. Basic response: Conflict perspectives emphasise inequality and competition, with neo-

Marxist and critical approaches extending analysis to culture and global capitalism. Value-added 

response: Outstanding learners may highlight how these perspectives remain relevant in 

analysing systemic racism, globalisation, and environmental justice. 

13. Basic response: Symbolic interactionism studies how meanings are created through 

symbols, with applications to identity, communication, and socialisation. Value-added response: 

Learners may expand by applying Goffman’s dramaturgy to everyday life, showing how 

impression management shapes relationships and self-concept. 

14. Basic response: Feminist sociology examines gender inequalities, postmodern 

orientations emphasise diversity, and integrative frameworks connect macro and micro 

perspectives. Value-added response: Learners may apply these orientations to contemporary 

issues such as workplace discrimination, migration, and education, demonstrating their practical 

relevance in modern sociology. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3 

Part 3.1 Functionalist Perspectives in Contemporary Sociology 

1. Functionalism 

2. Family 

3. Education 

4. Conflict and inequality 

5. Stable 

Part 3.2 Conflict Perspectives and Critical Sociology 

1. Conflict theory 
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2. Bourgeoisie 

3. Power 

4. Culture and global capitalism 

5. Domination 

Part 3.3 Symbolic Interactionism and Micro-Sociological Orientations 

1. Symbolic interactionism 

2. Symbols 

3. A theatrical performance 

4. Front stage 

5. Micro 

Part 3.4 Emerging Orientations and Integrative Approaches 

1. Feminist sociology 

2. Diversity and fragmentation 

3. Migration and global inequality 

4. Macro-level and micro-level perspectives 

5. Classroom 

 

 

 

References and Attributions 3 
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•  Course credit load: 3 

 

SERIES 4: Applications of Sociological Theories to 

Social Problems 

Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, each with sub-Parts to provide clarity and 

depth. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

4.1 Poverty and economic inequality 

• 4.1.1 Functionalist explanations of poverty and inequality 

• 4.1.2 Conflict perspectives on class and economic power 

• 4.1.3 Symbolic interactionist views on poverty and stigma 

4.2 Crime and deviance 

• 4.2.1 Functionalist approaches to crime and social order 

• 4.2.2 Conflict perspectives on law, justice, and inequality 

• 4.2.3 Labelling theory and symbolic interactionist insights 

4.3 Gender and family issues 

• 4.3.1 Feminist perspectives on gender inequality 

• 4.3.2 Functionalist views on family roles and stability 

• 4.3.3 Conflict perspectives on gender and power relations 

4.4 Globalisation and contemporary challenges 

• 4.4.1 Postmodern perspectives on global diversity and fragmentation 

• 4.4.2 Global sociology and transnational inequalities 

• 4.4.3 Integrative frameworks for addressing global social problems 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined major contemporary orientations in sociology, including 

functionalism, conflict perspectives, symbolic interactionism, and emerging frameworks. 

Building on that foundation, this Series focuses on how sociological theories can be applied to 

pressing social problems. By connecting theory with practice, you will see how abstract ideas 
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translate into tools for understanding and addressing real-world challenges such as poverty, 

crime, gender inequality, and globalisation. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the ability to apply sociological theories to analyse 

social problems and to evaluate how different perspectives contribute to possible solutions. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring poverty and economic inequality, considering 

functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist explanations. Next, we will move on to crime 

and deviance, examining how theories interpret law, justice, and labelling processes. Following 

that, we will study gender and family issues, drawing on feminist, functionalist, and conflict 

perspectives. Finally, we will wrap up by addressing globalisation and contemporary challenges, 

using postmodern, global, and integrative frameworks to understand the complexities of today’s 

interconnected world. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 explain functionalist perspectives on poverty and economic inequality, 

• SLO 4.2 analyse conflict perspectives on class and economic power, 

• SLO 4.3 apply symbolic interactionist views to the study of poverty and stigma, 

• SLO 4.4 describe functionalist approaches to crime and social order, 

• SLO 4.5 evaluate conflict perspectives on law, justice, and inequality, 

• SLO 4.6 explain labelling theory and its contribution to understanding deviance, 

• SLO 4.7 assess feminist perspectives on gender inequality, 

• SLO 4.8 explain functionalist views on family roles and stability, 

• SLO 4.9 analyse conflict perspectives on gender and power relations, 

• SLO 4.10 discuss postmodern perspectives on global diversity and fragmentation, 

• SLO 4.11 examine global sociology’s insights into transnational inequalities, and 

• SLO 4.12 apply integrative frameworks to address global social problems. 

 

 

 

4.1 Poverty and Economic Inequality 

4.1.1 Functionalist explanations of poverty and inequality 

Functionalism is a sociological perspective that views society as a system of interdependent 

parts working together to maintain stability. From this viewpoint, poverty and inequality are seen 
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as serving certain functions within society. For example, inequality motivates individuals to 

strive for better positions, while poverty ensures that less desirable jobs are filled. Although this 

may seem harsh, functionalists argue that such arrangements contribute to the overall balance of 

society. 

Fill in the blank: According to functionalists, poverty ensures that __________ jobs are filled, 

thereby maintaining social balance. 

Diagram showing functionalist view of poverty as part of the social system. Figure 4.1: 

Functionalist perspective on poverty and inequality  

 

4.1.2 Conflict perspectives on class and economic power 
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Conflict theory emphasises that poverty and inequality are the result of unequal distribution of 

resources and power. Rooted in Marxist thought, this perspective argues that the wealthy and 

powerful maintain their advantage by controlling institutions such as government, education, and 

media. Poverty is therefore not functional but a consequence of exploitation and structural 

inequality. Conflict theorists highlight how economic systems perpetuate class divisions and 

limit opportunities for the disadvantaged. 

Fill in the blank: Conflict theorists argue that poverty results from unequal distribution of 

__________ and power. 

Box 4.1: Conflict perspectives on poverty and inequality  
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4.1.3 Symbolic interactionist views on poverty and stigma 

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the meanings and interactions that shape social life. 

Applied to poverty, this perspective examines how individuals experience and interpret poverty, 

often through the lens of stigma. Stigma refers to negative labels and stereotypes attached to 

people living in poverty, which can affect their self-concept and opportunities. For example, 

being labelled as “lazy” or “undeserving” may reinforce exclusion and limit access to support. 

Symbolic interactionists highlight how everyday interactions contribute to the persistence of 

poverty. 

Fill in the blank: Symbolic interactionists emphasise how poverty is experienced through 

__________, which can affect self-concept and opportunities. 
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Image of a community discussion highlighting stigma and poverty. Plate 4.1: Stigma and 

poverty in everyday interactions  

 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Which sociological perspective views poverty as serving functions that maintain social 

balance? a) Conflict theory b) Functionalism c) Symbolic interactionism d) Feminist 

sociology 

2. According to conflict theorists, poverty results from unequal distribution of: a) Roles b) 

Resources and power c) Symbols d) Cultural values 
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3. Symbolic interactionists emphasise the role of __________ in shaping experiences of 

poverty. a) Stigma b) Institutions c) Power d) Functions 

4. Fill in the blank: Functionalists argue that inequality motivates individuals to strive for 

__________ positions. 

5. Fill in the blank: Being labelled as “lazy” or “undeserving” is an example of __________ 

attached to poverty. 

 

 

4.2 Crime and Deviance 

4.2.1 Functionalist approaches to crime and social order 

Functionalism views crime as a phenomenon that, while disruptive, can also serve certain 

functions in society. For example, crime can reinforce social norms by showing what behaviours 

are unacceptable, and it can promote social unity when communities collectively respond to 

deviant acts. Émile Durkheim argued that crime is inevitable because not everyone can be 

perfectly socialised, but it can also contribute to necessary social change. 

Fill in the blank: According to Durkheim, crime is __________ because not everyone can be 

perfectly socialised. 
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Diagram showing functionalist view of crime as reinforcing norms and promoting unity. Figure 

4.2: Functionalist perspective on crime and social order  

 

4.2.2 Conflict perspectives on law, justice, and inequality 

Conflict theory argues that crime and deviance are shaped by inequalities in society. Laws are 

often created and enforced to protect the interests of powerful groups, while disadvantaged 

groups are more likely to be criminalised. For example, white-collar crimes may receive lighter 

punishments compared to street crimes, reflecting unequal treatment. Conflict theorists highlight 

how justice systems can perpetuate inequality rather than ensuring fairness. 

Fill in the blank: Conflict theorists argue that laws are often created to protect the interests of 

__________ groups. 
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Box 4.2: Conflict perspectives on crime and justice  

 

4.2.3 Labelling theory and symbolic interactionist insights 

Labelling theory, rooted in symbolic interactionism, focuses on how individuals become 

identified as deviant. It argues that deviance is not inherent in an act but results from social 

reactions and labels. For example, a person who commits a minor offence may be labelled as a 

“criminal,” which can influence their self-concept and lead to further deviance. This perspective 

highlights the importance of social interactions and meanings in shaping deviant behaviour. 

Fill in the blank: Labelling theory argues that deviance results from __________ and labels 

rather than being inherent in an act. 
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Image of a courtroom scene illustrating labelling processes. Plate 4.2: Labelling and deviance in 

social interaction  

 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. Which sociological perspective views crime as reinforcing social norms and promoting 

unity? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Symbolic interactionism d) Feminist 

sociology 

2. According to conflict theorists, laws are often created to protect the interests of: a) 

Disadvantaged groups b) Powerful groups c) Marginalised communities d) All citizens 

equally 
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3. Labelling theory argues that deviance results from: a) Biological traits b) Social reactions 

and labels c) Economic inequality d) Cultural traditions 

4. Fill in the blank: Crime can promote __________ when communities collectively 

respond to deviant acts. 

5. Fill in the blank: A person labelled as a “criminal” may internalise the label, influencing 

their __________ and future behaviour. 

4.3 Gender and Family Issues 

4.3.1 Feminist perspectives on gender inequality 

Feminist sociology examines how gender shapes social structures, relationships, and 

inequalities. It challenges traditional theories that often ignored women’s experiences and 

highlights issues such as patriarchy, unequal division of labour, and discrimination in 

institutions. Feminist perspectives also emphasise intersectionality, which refers to the 

overlapping and interconnected nature of social categories such as gender, race, and class in 

shaping inequality. 

Fill in the blank: Feminist sociology highlights issues such as patriarchy, unequal division of 

labour, and __________ in institutions. 
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Diagram showing feminist perspectives on gender inequality, including patriarchy, division of 

labour, and intersectionality. Figure 4.3: Feminist perspectives on gender inequality  

 

4.3.2 Functionalist views on family roles and stability 

Functionalism views the family as a key institution that contributes to social stability. Families 

provide socialisation, emotional support, and regulation of sexual behaviour. Functionalists 

argue that traditional family roles, such as men as breadwinners and women as caregivers, help 

maintain order and cohesion. However, critics note that these roles may reinforce inequality and 

limit opportunities for women. 

Fill in the blank: Functionalists argue that traditional family roles help maintain __________ and 

cohesion in society. 
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Box 4.3: Functionalist roles of the family 

 

4.3.3 Conflict perspectives on gender and power relations 

Conflict theory emphasises that family and gender relations are shaped by power struggles. It 

argues that traditional family structures often benefit men more than women, reinforcing 

patriarchal dominance. Conflict theorists highlight how economic dependency, domestic labour, 

and unequal decision-making contribute to gender inequality. They also examine how social 

change, such as women’s increased participation in the workforce, challenges these power 

relations. 

Fill in the blank: Conflict theorists argue that traditional family structures often reinforce 

__________ dominance. 
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Image of a family discussion illustrating unequal power relations. Plate 4.3: Gender and power 

relations in the family  

 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. Which sociological perspective examines how gender shapes social structures and 

inequalities? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Feminist sociology d) Symbolic 

interactionism 

2. Feminist sociology emphasises the concept of __________, which refers to overlapping 

social categories shaping inequality. 
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3. According to functionalists, families provide socialisation, emotional support, and 

regulation of __________ behaviour. 

4. Conflict theorists argue that traditional family structures often reinforce: a) Equality b) 

Patriarchal dominance c) Social cohesion d) Emotional support 

5. Fill in the blank: Critics of functionalism note that traditional family roles may reinforce 

__________ and limit opportunities for women. 

 

 

4.4 Globalisation and Contemporary Challenges 

4.4.1 Postmodern perspectives on global diversity and fragmentation 

Postmodern sociology questions the idea of universal explanations and instead emphasises 

diversity, fragmentation, and multiple perspectives. Applied to globalisation, postmodernists 

argue that societies are increasingly complex and cannot be understood through a single grand 

theory. They highlight how cultural differences, shifting identities, and varied experiences 

challenge traditional sociological frameworks. This perspective encourages us to recognise the 

plurality of voices and experiences in a globalised world. 

Fill in the blank: Postmodern sociology emphasises diversity, fragmentation, and __________ 

perspectives. 
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Diagram showing postmodern perspectives on globalisation, highlighting diversity and 

fragmentation. Figure 4.4: Postmodern perspectives on global diversity  

 

4.4.2 Global sociology and transnational inequalities 

Global sociology focuses on interconnectedness in a globalised world. It examines how 

migration, global inequality, and cultural exchange shape societies. For example, economic 

policies in one country can have ripple effects across others, while global institutions influence 

local practices. Global sociology also highlights transnational inequalities, such as disparities 

between developed and developing nations, and the challenges posed by issues like climate 

change and international labour markets. 
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Fill in the blank: Global sociology highlights transnational inequalities such as disparities 

between __________ and developing nations. 

Box 4.4: Key themes in global sociology  

 

4.4.3 Integrative frameworks for addressing global social problems 

Integrative frameworks combine macro-level and micro-level perspectives to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of global social problems. At the macro level, they examine 

structures such as international organisations and economic systems, while at the micro level 

they consider everyday experiences of individuals affected by globalisation. For example, 

studying migration may involve analysing both international policies and the lived experiences 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

of migrants. Integrative approaches highlight the importance of connecting structural forces with 

personal realities. 

Fill in the blank: Integrative frameworks combine __________-level and micro-level 

perspectives to address global social problems. 

Image showing integrative frameworks linking global structures with individual experiences. 

Plate 4.4: Integrative frameworks in global sociology  

 

Pilot questions 4.4 
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1. Which sociological perspective emphasises diversity, fragmentation, and multiple 

perspectives? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Postmodern sociology d) Symbolic 

interactionism 

2. Global sociology highlights transnational inequalities such as disparities between: a) 

Urban and rural areas b) Developed and developing nations c) Men and women d) Young 

and old 

3. Integrative frameworks combine: a) Tradition and charisma b) Macro-level and micro-

level perspectives c) Rationalisation and bureaucracy d) Symbols and meanings 

4. Fill in the blank: Postmodernists argue that societies are increasingly __________ and 

cannot be understood through a single grand theory. 

5. Fill in the blank: Studying migration through integrative frameworks involves analysing 

both international policies and the __________ experiences of migrants. 

 

Series summary 

This Series has focused on applying sociological theories to the analysis of social problems, 

showing how abstract perspectives can be used to interpret real-world challenges. We began with 

poverty and economic inequality, considering functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist 

explanations. Then we examined crime and deviance, exploring functionalist approaches to 

social order, conflict perspectives on law and justice, and labelling theory’s insights into 

deviance. Following that, we studied gender and family issues, drawing on feminist, 

functionalist, and conflict perspectives to understand inequality and power relations. Finally, we 

addressed globalisation and contemporary challenges, using postmodern, global, and integrative 

frameworks to highlight diversity, interconnectedness, and the need to connect macro and micro 

perspectives. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to explain functionalist, conflict, and 

interactionist applications to poverty and inequality, evaluate perspectives on crime and justice, 

assess feminist and conflict approaches to gender and family, and apply postmodern, global, and 

integrative frameworks to contemporary challenges. These achievements align directly with the 

Series Learning Outcomes, ensuring that you can critically analyse social problems and apply 

sociological theories to both local and global contexts. 

 

Glossary of terms 

Conflict theory: A perspective that explains poverty, crime, and inequality as outcomes of 

unequal distribution of resources and power, often benefiting dominant groups. 

Durkheim’s view of crime: The idea that crime is inevitable because not everyone can be 

perfectly socialised, and that it can reinforce norms and promote social unity. 

Feminist sociology: A perspective that examines how gender shapes social structures and 

inequalities, highlighting patriarchy, discrimination, and intersectionality. 
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Functionalism: A perspective that views society as a system of interdependent parts, where 

poverty, crime, and family roles are seen as contributing to social stability and cohesion. 

Global sociology: An orientation that studies interconnectedness in a globalised world, focusing 

on migration, inequality, cultural exchange, and transnational challenges. 

Inequality: Unequal access to resources, opportunities, and power across different groups in 

society. 

Integrative frameworks: Approaches that combine macro-level (large structures) and micro-

level (everyday interactions) perspectives to address global social problems. 

Intersectionality: The overlapping and interconnected nature of social categories such as 

gender, race, and class, which together shape experiences of inequality. 

Labelling theory: A symbolic interactionist perspective that argues deviance results from social 

reactions and labels rather than being inherent in an act. 

Patriarchy: A social system in which men hold primary power and dominate roles in political, 

economic, and family structures. 

Postmodern sociology: A perspective that questions universal explanations and emphasises 

diversity, fragmentation, and multiple viewpoints in understanding society. 

Poverty: A condition in which individuals or groups lack sufficient resources to meet basic 

needs, often accompanied by stigma and exclusion. 

Stigma: Negative labels and stereotypes attached to individuals or groups, which can affect self-

concept and limit opportunities. 

Symbolic interactionism: A perspective that focuses on meanings and interactions, examining 

how everyday experiences and labels shape identity and social behaviour. 

 

Concept check questions 4 

Objective questions 

1. Which sociological perspective views poverty as serving functions that maintain social 

balance? a) Conflict theory b) Functionalism c) Symbolic interactionism d) Feminist 

sociology (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. According to conflict theorists, poverty results from unequal distribution of: a) Roles b) 

Resources and power c) Symbols d) Cultural values (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

3. Labelling theory argues that deviance results from: a) Biological traits b) Social reactions 

and labels c) Economic inequality d) Cultural traditions (Linked to SLO 4.6) 

4. Which perspective highlights patriarchy and intersectionality in analysing gender 

inequality? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Feminist sociology d) Symbolic 

interactionism (Linked to SLO 4.7) 
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5. Integrative frameworks aim to connect: a) Tradition and charisma b) Macro-level and 

micro-level perspectives c) Rationalisation and bureaucracy d) Symbols and meanings 

(Linked to SLO 4.12) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain how functionalists view the role of poverty in society. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

7. What role does power play in conflict perspectives on crime and justice? (Linked to SLO 

4.5) 

8. Define stigma in the context of symbolic interactionist views on poverty. (Linked to SLO 

4.3) 

9. State two functions of the family according to functionalist perspectives. (Linked to SLO 

4.8) 

10. Briefly describe the focus of global sociology. (Linked to SLO 4.11) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the strengths and limitations of functionalist perspectives in explaining poverty 

and inequality. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

12. Evaluate how conflict perspectives explain crime, justice, and inequality, including 

examples of unequal treatment. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

13. Examine feminist perspectives on gender inequality, highlighting patriarchy and 

intersectionality. (Linked to SLO 4.7) 

14. Assess the relevance of postmodern, global, and integrative frameworks in addressing 

contemporary social problems. (Linked to SLO 4.10–4.12) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective questions 

1. b) Functionalism 

2. b) Resources and power 

3. b) Social reactions and labels 

4. c) Feminist sociology 

5. b) Macro-level and micro-level perspectives 

Short-answer questions 

6. Functionalists view poverty as serving functions such as filling less desirable jobs and 

motivating individuals to strive for better positions. 

7. Power shapes laws and justice systems, often protecting the interests of dominant groups 

while disadvantaging others. 
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8. Stigma refers to negative labels and stereotypes attached to people living in poverty, 

which can affect self-concept and opportunities. 

9. Families provide socialisation and emotional support, and they regulate sexual behaviour. 

10. Global sociology focuses on interconnectedness in a globalised world, examining 

migration, inequality, and cultural exchange. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Functionalism explains how poverty contributes to social balance but 

overlooks inequality and exploitation. Value-added response: Learners may further discuss how 

functionalism highlights cohesion but must be complemented by perspectives that address 

structural injustice. 

12. Basic response: Conflict perspectives emphasise inequality in law and justice, showing 

how powerful groups benefit from legal systems. Value-added response: Outstanding learners 

may provide examples such as lighter punishments for white-collar crimes compared to street 

crimes, illustrating systemic bias. 

13. Basic response: Feminist perspectives highlight patriarchy and intersectionality as key 

factors in gender inequality. Value-added response: Learners may expand by discussing how 

intersectionality reveals overlapping disadvantages faced by women of different races or classes. 

14. Basic response: Postmodern perspectives emphasise diversity, global sociology examines 

interconnectedness, and integrative frameworks connect macro and micro levels. Value-added 

response: Learners may apply these orientations to issues such as climate change, migration, and 

global inequality, showing their practical relevance in addressing contemporary challenges. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4 

Part 4.1 Poverty and Economic Inequality 

1. Functionalism 

2. Resources and power 

3. Stigma 

4. Better positions 

5. Stigma 

Part 4.2 Crime and Deviance 

1. Functionalism 

2. Powerful groups 

3. Social reactions and labels 

4. Social unity 
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5. Self-concept 

Part 4.3 Gender and Family Issues 

1. Feminist sociology 

2. Intersectionality 

3. Sexual behaviour 

4. Patriarchal dominance 

5. Inequality 

Part 4.4 Globalisation and Contemporary Challenges 

1. Postmodern sociology 

2. Developed and developing nations 

3. Macro-level and micro-level perspectives 

4. Complex 

5. Lived experiences 

 

References and Attributions 4 

Textual sources 

• Course content adapted from SOC 401: Contemporary Sociological Theories document 

provided by the institution. 

• Explanations of functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interactionism, feminist 

sociology, postmodern sociology, global sociology, and integrative frameworks were 

developed from standard sociological literature and teaching resources. 

 

•  Course code: SOC 401 

•  Course title: Contemporary Sociological Theories 

•  Course credit load: 3 

 

SERIES 5: Theory as a Scientific Tool for 

Understanding Social Order 
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Series outline 

This Series will be organised into four main Parts, each with sub-Parts to provide clarity and 

depth. 

Suggested Parts and Sub-Parts 

5.1 The nature of sociological theory as science 

• 5.1.1 Defining theory in sociology 

• 5.1.2 Distinguishing scientific theory from common-sense explanations 

• 5.1.3 The role of theory in building sociological knowledge 

5.2 Classical foundations of social order 

• 5.2.1 Durkheim’s contributions to understanding social order 

• 5.2.2 Weber’s perspectives on rationalisation and authority 

• 5.2.3 Marx’s insights into conflict and social structure 

5.3 Contemporary theoretical tools for analysing social order 

• 5.3.1 Functionalist approaches to stability and cohesion 

• 5.3.2 Conflict perspectives on inequality and power 

• 5.3.3 Symbolic interactionist insights into everyday order 

5.4 Applications of theory to modern social challenges 

• 5.4.1 Social order in diverse and globalised societies 

• 5.4.2 Theories applied to governance, law, and institutions 

• 5.4.3 Integrative frameworks for addressing disorder and change 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored how sociological theories can be applied to social problems such 

as poverty, crime, gender inequality, and globalisation. Building on that foundation, this Series 

turns to the role of theory as a scientific tool for understanding social order. By examining both 

classical and contemporary perspectives, you will see how theory provides structured 

explanations of how societies maintain stability, manage conflict, and adapt to change. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the ability to use sociological theory as a scientific 

framework for analysing social order, enabling you to connect abstract concepts with practical 

realities in society. 

We shall commence this Series by considering the nature of sociological theory as science, 

distinguishing it from common-sense explanations and highlighting its role in building 

knowledge. Next, we will move on to classical foundations, focusing on the contributions of 
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Durkheim, Weber, and Marx. Following that, we will examine contemporary theoretical tools, 

including functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist approaches to social order. Finally, 

we will wrap up by applying these theories to modern challenges such as governance, law, and 

global diversity, using integrative frameworks to address disorder and change. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 define theory in sociology and distinguish it from common-sense explanations, 

• SLO 5.2 explain the role of theory in building sociological knowledge, 

• SLO 5.3 analyse Durkheim’s contributions to understanding social order, 

• SLO 5.4 describe Weber’s perspectives on rationalisation and authority, 

• SLO 5.5 evaluate Marx’s insights into conflict and social structure, 

• SLO 5.6 apply functionalist approaches to the study of stability and cohesion, 

• SLO 5.7 assess conflict perspectives on inequality and power in maintaining social order, 

• SLO 5.8 explain symbolic interactionist insights into everyday social order, 

• SLO 5.9 discuss how theories can be applied to social order in diverse and globalised 

societies, 

• SLO 5.10 examine the relevance of theories in governance, law, and institutions, and 

• SLO 5.11 apply integrative frameworks to address disorder and social change. 

 

 

 

5.1 The Nature of Sociological Theory as Science 

5.1.1 Defining theory in sociology 

Theory in sociology refers to a set of ideas and explanations that help us understand how society 

works. Unlike casual opinions, sociological theory is systematic, meaning it is carefully 

structured and supported by evidence. Theories provide frameworks for interpreting social 

behaviour, institutions, and relationships, allowing us to move beyond surface-level 

observations. 

Fill in the blank: In sociology, a theory is a set of __________ and explanations that help us 

understand how society works. 
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Diagram showing the definition of theory in sociology, with branches for behaviour, institutions, 

and relationships. Figure 5.1: Defining theory in sociology  

 

5.1.2 Distinguishing scientific theory from common-sense explanations 

A scientific theory is based on systematic research, evidence, and logical reasoning. It is testable 

and subject to revision when new evidence emerges. In contrast, common-sense explanations 

are everyday beliefs or assumptions that may lack evidence and consistency. For example, the 

idea that crime happens simply because people are “bad” is a common-sense view, whereas 

sociological theories examine structural, cultural, and interactional factors that contribute to 

crime. 
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Fill in the blank: Unlike common-sense explanations, scientific theories are __________ and 

supported by evidence. 

Box 5.1: Differences between scientific theory and common-sense explanations  

 

5.1.3 The role of theory in building sociological knowledge 

Theories are essential tools for building sociological knowledge, which refers to the organised 

body of insights about society. They guide research by shaping the questions we ask, the 

methods we use, and the interpretations we make. For instance, a functionalist theory may lead 

us to study how institutions contribute to stability, while a conflict theory may focus on 
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inequality and power struggles. By providing direction and coherence, theories help sociology 

develop as a scientific discipline. 

Fill in the blank: Theories guide research by shaping the __________ we ask, the methods we 

use, and the interpretations we make. 

Image of researchers discussing sociological theories guiding their study design. Plate 5.1: The 

role of theory in sociological research  

 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. In sociology, a theory is defined as: a) A casual opinion b) A set of ideas and 

explanations c) A random assumption d) A personal belief 
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2. Which of the following distinguishes scientific theory from common-sense explanations? 

a) It is based on assumptions b) It is systematic and evidence-based c) It is anecdotal d) It 

is inconsistent 

3. Theories guide research by shaping the __________ we ask, the methods we use, and the 

interpretations we make. 

4. Fill in the blank: Common-sense explanations may lack __________ and consistency. 

5. Fill in the blank: A functionalist theory may lead us to study how institutions contribute 

to __________. 

 

5.2 Classical Foundations of Social Order 

5.2.1 Durkheim’s contributions to understanding social order 

Émile Durkheim is often regarded as one of the founding figures of sociology. He argued that 

social order is maintained through shared values, norms, and collective conscience. Durkheim 

introduced the concept of social facts, which are ways of acting, thinking, and feeling that exist 

outside the individual but exert control over them. He also emphasised the importance of 

institutions such as religion and education in promoting cohesion. 

Fill in the blank: Durkheim described __________ as ways of acting, thinking, and feeling that 

exist outside the individual but exert control over them. 
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Diagram showing Durkheim’s view of social order through collective conscience and social 

facts. Figure 5.2: Durkheim’s contributions to social order  

 

5.2.2 Weber’s perspectives on rationalisation and authority 

Max Weber contributed significantly to the study of social order by examining rationalisation 

and authority. Rationalisation refers to the increasing reliance on rules, efficiency, and logic in 

modern societies. Weber also identified three types of authority: traditional authority (based on 

customs), charismatic authority (based on personal qualities), and legal-rational authority 

(based on formal rules and laws). These forms of authority explain how societies organise and 

maintain order. 
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Fill in the blank: Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and 

__________ authority. 

Box 5.2: Weber’s types of authority  

 

5.2.3 Marx’s insights into conflict and social structure 

Karl Marx viewed social order through the lens of conflict and inequality. He argued that 

society is divided into classes, with the ruling class controlling resources and exploiting the 

working class. According to Marx, social order is maintained not through consensus but through 

domination and coercion. His concept of class struggle highlights how tensions between groups 
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drive social change. Marx’s ideas remain influential in analysing inequality and power relations 

in modern societies. 

Fill in the blank: Marx argued that social order is maintained through domination and 

__________ rather than consensus. 

Image showing Marx’s view of class struggle between ruling and working classes. Plate 5.2: 

Marx’s insights into conflict and social structure  

 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Durkheim introduced the concept of __________, which are ways of acting, thinking, 

and feeling that exist outside the individual. 
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2. Which sociologist identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and legal-

rational? 

3. Fill in the blank: Rationalisation refers to the increasing reliance on __________, 

efficiency, and logic in modern societies. 

4. According to Marx, social order is maintained through domination and __________. 

5. Which classical theorist emphasised the role of institutions such as religion and education 

in promoting cohesion? 

 

5.3 Contemporary Theoretical Tools for Analysing Social 

Order 

5.3.1 Functionalist approaches to stability and cohesion 

Functionalism views society as a system in which each part contributes to overall stability. 

From this perspective, institutions such as family, education, and religion are seen as essential 

for maintaining social cohesion, meaning the bonds that hold society together. Functionalists 

argue that when institutions perform their roles effectively, society remains orderly and balanced. 

However, when institutions fail, disorder and instability may arise. 

Fill in the blank: Functionalists argue that institutions such as family and education are essential 

for maintaining __________ in society. 
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Diagram showing functionalist view of institutions contributing to social cohesion. Figure 5.3: 

Functionalist approaches to stability and cohesion  

 

5.3.2 Conflict perspectives on inequality and power 

Conflict theory emphasises that social order is shaped by struggles over resources and power. 

Rather than seeing order as consensus, conflict theorists argue that it is maintained through 

domination by powerful groups. For example, laws and policies may serve the interests of elites 

while marginalising disadvantaged groups. This perspective highlights inequality as a central 

feature of social order, showing how power imbalances can create tension and drive social 

change. 
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Fill in the blank: Conflict theorists argue that social order is maintained through domination by 

__________ groups. 

Box 5.3: Conflict perspectives on inequality and power  

 

5.3.3 Symbolic interactionist insights into everyday order 

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the micro-level of society, examining how everyday 

interactions create and sustain social order. It highlights the importance of symbols, which are 

shared meanings attached to objects, behaviours, or words. For example, greetings, dress codes, 

or professional titles all help structure interactions and reinforce expectations. By studying these 
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small-scale processes, symbolic interactionists show how order is continuously negotiated and 

reproduced in daily life. 

Fill in the blank: Symbolic interactionists emphasise the role of __________ in shaping everyday 

social order. 

Image showing people interacting in a workplace, illustrating how symbols and meanings sustain 

order. Plate 5.3: Everyday social order through interaction  

 

Pilot questions 5.3 
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1. Which sociological perspective views institutions as essential for maintaining social 

cohesion? a) Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Symbolic interactionism d) Postmodern 

sociology 

2. According to conflict theorists, social order is maintained through domination by: a) 

Disadvantaged groups b) Powerful groups c) Equal groups d) Religious groups 

3. Symbolic interactionists emphasise the role of __________ in shaping everyday social 

order. 

4. Fill in the blank: Functionalists argue that when institutions fail, __________ may arise. 

5. Fill in the blank: Laws and policies may serve the interests of __________ while 

marginalising disadvantaged groups. 

 

 

 

5.4 Applications of Theory to Modern Social Challenges 

5.4.1 Social order in diverse and globalised societies 

In today’s interconnected world, maintaining social order requires understanding diversity and 

globalisation. Diversity refers to the presence of different cultural, ethnic, and social groups 

within a society, while globalisation describes the increasing interconnectedness of societies 

across the globe. Theories help us explain how societies manage differences and adapt to global 

influences. For example, functionalist perspectives highlight how institutions promote cohesion, 

while conflict perspectives draw attention to inequalities that may arise in diverse settings. 

Fill in the blank: Globalisation refers to the increasing __________ of societies across the globe. 
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Diagram showing diversity and globalisation as challenges to social order. Figure 5.4: Social 

order in diverse and globalised societies  

 

5.4.2 Theories applied to governance, law, and institutions 

Theories also provide tools for analysing governance, law, and institutions. Functionalists see 

these structures as essential for maintaining stability and regulating behaviour. Conflict theorists, 

however, argue that governance and law often reflect the interests of powerful groups, 

reinforcing inequality. Symbolic interactionists focus on how everyday interactions within 

institutions, such as courts or schools, shape perceptions of fairness and legitimacy. Together, 

these perspectives show how theory can be applied to understand the functioning and challenges 

of institutions. 
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Fill in the blank: Conflict theorists argue that governance and law often reflect the interests of 

__________ groups. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Box 5.4: Theories applied to governance, law, and institutions  

 

5.4.3 Integrative frameworks for addressing disorder and change 

Integrative frameworks combine macro-level and micro-level perspectives to provide a fuller 

understanding of disorder and change. At the macro level, they examine structures such as 

governments, economies, and international organisations. At the micro level, they consider 

everyday experiences of individuals and communities. For example, studying migration involves 

analysing both international policies and the lived experiences of migrants. Integrative 

approaches are particularly useful for addressing complex challenges such as climate change, 

political instability, and social movements. 
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Fill in the blank: Integrative frameworks combine macro-level and __________-level 

perspectives to address social challenges. 

Image showing integrative frameworks linking global institutions with individual experiences. 

Plate 5.4: Integrative frameworks for addressing disorder and change  

 

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. Globalisation refers to the increasing __________ of societies across the globe. 

2. Which perspective sees governance and law as essential for maintaining stability? a) 

Functionalism b) Conflict theory c) Symbolic interactionism d) Postmodern sociology 
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3. Conflict theorists argue that governance and law often reflect the interests of __________ 

groups. 

4. Fill in the blank: Integrative frameworks combine macro-level and __________-level 

perspectives. 

5. Which sociological perspective focuses on everyday interactions within institutions such 

as courts or schools? 

 

Series summary 

This Series has explored how sociological theory functions as a scientific tool for understanding 

social order, showing how abstract ideas can be applied to explain stability, conflict, and 

everyday interactions. We began by defining theory in sociology, distinguishing scientific theory 

from common-sense explanations, and highlighting its role in building sociological knowledge. 

Then we examined classical foundations, focusing on Durkheim’s collective conscience and 

social facts, Weber’s rationalisation and authority, and Marx’s insights into conflict and class 

struggle. Following that, we studied contemporary theoretical tools, including functionalist 

approaches to cohesion, conflict perspectives on inequality and power, and symbolic 

interactionist insights into everyday order. Finally, we applied these theories to modern 

challenges such as diversity, globalisation, governance, law, institutions, and integrative 

frameworks for disorder and change. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define and explain sociological theory as 

science, analyse the contributions of classical theorists, apply functionalist, conflict, and 

interactionist perspectives to social order, and evaluate how theories can be used to address 

contemporary challenges. These achievements align directly with the Series Learning Outcomes, 

ensuring that you can use theory both as a scientific framework and as a practical tool for 

interpreting and responding to issues of social order in diverse and globalised contexts. 

 

Glossary of terms 

Authority: A recognised source of power or legitimacy in society. Weber identified three types: 

traditional, charismatic, and legal-rational. 

Class struggle: Marx’s concept describing the ongoing conflict between ruling and working 

classes, which drives social change. 

Collective conscience: Durkheim’s idea of shared values and norms that bind individuals 

together and maintain social order. 

Conflict theory: A perspective that views social order as shaped by inequality and domination, 

with powerful groups maintaining control over resources and institutions. 

Diversity: The presence of different cultural, ethnic, and social groups within a society. 

Functionalism: A perspective that sees society as a system where institutions contribute to 

stability and cohesion. 
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Globalisation: The increasing interconnectedness of societies across the world through 

economic, cultural, and political exchange. 

Integrative frameworks: Approaches that combine macro-level (large structures) and micro-

level (everyday interactions) perspectives to address complex social challenges. 

Legal-rational authority: Weber’s type of authority based on formal rules, laws, and 

procedures. 

Macro-level: Large-scale structures and processes in society, such as governments, economies, 

and institutions. 

Micro-level: Small-scale interactions and everyday experiences of individuals and groups. 

Rationalisation: Weber’s concept describing the growing reliance on rules, efficiency, and logic 

in modern societies. 

Scientific theory: A systematic, evidence-based explanation that is testable and subject to 

revision, distinguishing it from common-sense assumptions. 

Social cohesion: The bonds and connections that hold society together, often reinforced by 

institutions. 

Social facts: Durkheim’s term for ways of acting, thinking, and feeling that exist outside the 

individual but exert control over them. 

Social order: The organised and stable patterns of behaviour and relationships that allow 

societies to function. 

Symbolic interactionism: A perspective that focuses on everyday interactions and the role of 

symbols in creating and sustaining social order. 

 

Concept check questions 5 

Objective questions 

1. In sociology, a theory is defined as: a) A casual opinion b) A set of ideas and 

explanations c) A random assumption d) A personal belief (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. Which of the following distinguishes scientific theory from common-sense explanations? 

a) It is based on assumptions b) It is systematic and evidence-based c) It is anecdotal d) It 

is inconsistent (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

3. Durkheim introduced the concept of __________, which are ways of acting, thinking, 

and feeling that exist outside the individual. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

4. Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, charismatic, and __________ 

authority. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

5. According to Marx, social order is maintained through domination and __________ 

rather than consensus. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 
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Short-answer questions 

6. Explain how functionalists view the role of institutions in maintaining social cohesion. 

(Linked to SLO 5.6) 

7. What do conflict theorists emphasise about inequality and power in shaping social order? 

(Linked to SLO 5.7) 

8. Define the role of symbols in symbolic interactionist perspectives on everyday social 

order. (Linked to SLO 5.8) 

9. Briefly describe how globalisation challenges social order. (Linked to SLO 5.9) 

10. State one way theories can be applied to governance and law. (Linked to SLO 5.10) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse Durkheim’s contributions to understanding social order, focusing on collective 

conscience and social facts. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

12. Evaluate Weber’s perspectives on rationalisation and authority, explaining their relevance 

to modern institutions. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

13. Assess Marx’s insights into conflict and social structure, highlighting the concept of class 

struggle. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

14. Discuss how integrative frameworks combine macro-level and micro-level perspectives 

to address disorder and change. (Linked to SLO 5.11) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective questions 

1. b) A set of ideas and explanations 

2. b) It is systematic and evidence-based 

3. Social facts 

4. Legal-rational authority 

5. Coercion 

Short-answer questions 

6. Functionalists argue that institutions such as family, education, and religion are essential 

for maintaining social cohesion by reinforcing shared values and norms. 

7. Conflict theorists emphasise that inequality and power imbalances shape social order, 

with powerful groups dominating resources and institutions. 

8. Symbols provide shared meanings that structure everyday interactions, helping to sustain 

order through expectations and behaviours. 

9. Globalisation challenges social order by introducing diverse cultural influences and 

interconnected economic and political systems. 
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10. Theories can be applied to governance and law by explaining how institutions regulate 

behaviour and maintain legitimacy. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Durkheim highlighted collective conscience and social facts as key 

elements in maintaining social order. Value-added response: Learners may expand by discussing 

how institutions such as religion and education reinforce cohesion and stability. 

12. Basic response: Weber explained rationalisation and three types of authority as 

mechanisms for organising society. Value-added response: Outstanding learners may connect 

these ideas to modern bureaucracies, showing how rules and efficiency shape institutions today. 

13. Basic response: Marx argued that social order is maintained through domination and 

class struggle between ruling and working classes. Value-added response: Learners may further 

analyse how Marx’s ideas remain relevant in examining inequality in capitalist societies. 

14. Basic response: Integrative frameworks combine macro-level structures and micro-level 

experiences to address disorder and change. Value-added response: Learners may illustrate this 

with examples such as migration, climate change, or political instability, showing how both 

global institutions and individual experiences must be considered. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5 

Part 5.1 The Nature of Sociological Theory as Science 

1. A set of ideas and explanations 

2. Systematic and evidence-based 

3. Questions 

4. Evidence 

5. Stability 

Part 5.2 Classical Foundations of Social Order 

1. Social facts 

2. Max Weber 

3. Rules 

4. Coercion 

5. Durkheim 

Part 5.3 Contemporary Theoretical Tools for Analysing Social Order 

1. Functionalism 

2. Powerful groups 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

3. Symbols 

4. Disorder 

5. Elites 

Part 5.4 Applications of Theory to Modern Social Challenges 

1. Interconnectedness 

2. Functionalism 

3. Powerful groups 

4. Micro 

5. Symbolic interactionism 

 

References and Attributions 5 

Textual sources 

• Course content adapted from SOC 401: Contemporary Sociological Theories document 

provided by the institution. 

• Explanations of Durkheim, Weber, Marx, functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic 

interactionism, globalisation, and integrative frameworks were developed from standard 

sociological literature and teaching resources. 

 

 

 

 


