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Understanding the foundational perspectives of sociology offers valuable insights into how societies
function and evolve. Central to these perspectives are the underlying views of culture that shape
their explanations of social phenomena. The structural-functional approach and the social conflict
approach are two dominant theoretical frameworks in sociology, each with distinct assumptions
about culture. This article explores the basic views of culture that underlie these approaches,
examining their core principles, similarities, and differences to provide a comprehensive
understanding for students, researchers, and anyone interested in the social sciences.

---

Overview of Cultural Perspectives in Sociology

Before delving into the specific views underpinning each approach, it’s essential to understand what
culture signifies in sociology. Culture refers to the shared practices, beliefs, values, norms, symbols,
language, and artifacts that characterize a society. It shapes individuals' behaviors, influences social
institutions, and provides a sense of identity and continuity.

Two major sociological perspectives interpret culture differently:

- The Structural-Functional Approach views culture as a vital component that maintains social
stability and cohesion.
- The Social Conflict Approach sees culture as a means of perpetuating inequalities and serving the
interests of dominant groups.

---

Basic View of Culture in the Structural-Functional
Approach

Core Principles and Assumptions

The structural-functional approach, rooted in the work of sociologists like Emile Durkheim and later
Talcott Parsons, perceives society as a complex system of interconnected parts. Culture, in this



framework, is fundamental to the functioning and stability of society.

Key principles include:

- Culture as a Social Glue: Culture binds members of society together through shared norms, values,
and symbols, fostering social cohesion.
- Functions of Culture: Culture serves several functions, including socialization, integration, and
adaptation.
- Stability and Continuity: Culture promotes social stability by providing a framework for behavior
and expectations.

Underlying assumptions:

- Society is a system striving for equilibrium.
- Cultural elements work together to maintain social order.
- Change in culture occurs gradually and serves functional needs.

How Culture Supports Social Stability

In the structural-functional view, culture performs essential functions to keep society operating
smoothly:

- Socialization: Culture teaches individuals the norms and values necessary for functioning within
society.
- Value Consensus: Shared values create a sense of belonging and collective purpose.
- Norms and Laws: Cultural norms and laws regulate behavior and reduce conflict.
- Institutions as Cultural Carriers: Family, education, religion, and other institutions transmit
cultural knowledge and reinforce societal norms.

Examples of Cultural Functions

- Religious beliefs reinforce moral standards.
- Educational systems instill shared knowledge and societal values.
- National symbols and rituals foster patriotism and social unity.

Basic View of Culture in the Social Conflict Approach

Core Principles and Assumptions

The social conflict approach, influenced by thinkers like Karl Marx, views society as a arena of
inequality and power struggles. Culture, in this perspective, is seen as a tool used by dominant
groups to maintain their privilege and control.



Key principles include:

- Culture as a Means of Control: Culture reinforces social inequalities by shaping beliefs and values
that justify existing power structures.
- Ideology and Hegemony: Culture propagates dominant ideologies that serve the interests of
powerful groups.
- Change as a Source of Conflict: Cultural conflict arises from competing interests, leading to social
change.

Underlying assumptions:

- Society is characterized by persistent conflict rather than harmony.
- Cultural norms and values often benefit the dominant class.
- Cultural institutions serve to legitimize and perpetuate inequalities.

Culture as a Reflection of Power and Inequality

In this framework, culture is not merely a stabilizing force but a mechanism to sustain social
stratification:

- Ideology as a Tool: Cultural beliefs and values are used to justify social arrangements that favor the
elite.
- Cultural Hegemony: The dominant class shapes cultural norms and symbols to maintain control.
- Resistance and Change: Marginalized groups challenge dominant cultural narratives, leading to
social transformation.

Examples of Cultural Power Dynamics

- Media representations that reinforce stereotypes benefiting the ruling class.
- Educational curricula that promote nationalistic or capitalist values.
- Religious institutions that uphold traditional social hierarchies.

---

Comparative Analysis of Cultural Views in Both
Approaches

| Aspect | Structural-functional Approach | Social conflict Approach |
|---------|------------------------------|------------------------|
| View of Culture | Maintains social stability and cohesion | Reinforces inequalities and power
dynamics |
| Function of Culture | Social integration, socialization, social control | Justifies and perpetuates
social inequalities |
| Change in Culture | Gradual, adaptive change based on societal needs | Potentially revolutionary,



driven by conflict |
| Role in Society | Consensus and shared values | Power struggles and conflicting interests |

---

Implications for Society and Policy

Understanding these perspectives informs how societies address cultural issues and craft policies:

- From a functionalist standpoint, policies aim to promote social cohesion, shared values, and
cultural integration.
- From a conflict perspective, policies should recognize and challenge cultural inequalities,
addressing systemic injustices.

For example, multicultural education programs can be viewed differently:

- Functionalists might see them as fostering social cohesion.
- Conflict theorists might argue they reveal and challenge dominant cultural narratives that
marginalize minority groups.

---

Conclusion

The basic view of culture underpins the theoretical orientations of the structural-functional and
social conflict approaches in sociology. While the functionalist perspective emphasizes culture as a
cohesive force that promotes order and stability, the conflict perspective views culture as a
battleground where power and inequality are reproduced. Recognizing these contrasting views
enhances our understanding of societal dynamics and the complex role culture plays in shaping
human behavior and social structures.

By integrating insights from both approaches, sociologists and policymakers can develop more
nuanced strategies to foster social harmony while addressing underlying inequalities. Ultimately,
exploring these foundational perspectives underscores the importance of critically examining
culture’s role in society, whether as a stabilizing force or a tool for social change.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions



What is the basic view of culture in the Structural-functional
approach?
The Structural-functional approach views culture as a system of shared norms, values, and beliefs
that help maintain social stability and cohesion within a society.

How does the Structural-functional approach interpret the
role of culture?
It sees culture as a set of integrated elements that serve to fulfill societal needs, promote order, and
ensure the smooth functioning of social institutions.

What is the fundamental perspective of the Social Conflict
approach regarding culture?
The Social Conflict approach views culture as a tool used by dominant groups to maintain power and
control, often reflecting inequalities and serving their interests.

How does the Social Conflict approach explain cultural
elements?
It interprets cultural norms and values as products of power struggles, which can reinforce social
inequalities and marginalize subordinate groups.

In terms of culture, what does the Structural-functional
approach emphasize?
It emphasizes the stability, integration, and functional role of cultural elements in maintaining social
order.

Conversely, what does the Social Conflict approach focus on in
relation to culture?
It focuses on the ways culture perpetuates social inequalities and reflects conflicts between different
social classes and groups.

How do these two approaches differ in their view of cultural
change?
The Structural-functional approach tends to see cultural change as gradual and adaptive, while the
Social Conflict approach sees it as a result of struggles over power and resources.

Which approach considers culture primarily as a means to



promote social stability?
The Structural-functional approach considers culture primarily as a means to promote social stability
and cohesion.

Which approach views culture as a battleground for social
inequality?
The Social Conflict approach views culture as a battleground for social inequality and power
struggles.
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Culture, an intricate web of shared beliefs, norms, values, symbols, and practices, fundamentally
shapes societies. Sociologists have long sought to understand how culture influences social stability,
change, and inequality. Two of the most influential sociological perspectives—the structural-
functional approach and the social conflict approach—offer distinct lenses through which to
interpret the role and nature of culture. Each approach is rooted in a specific conceptualization of
culture’s purpose, origins, and implications within society. This article provides a comprehensive
exploration of the basic views of culture underpinning these two paradigms, analyzing their
theoretical foundations, assumptions, and implications for understanding social life.

---

Understanding the Structural-functional Approach and
Its View of Culture

Overview of the Structural-functional Approach

The structural-functional approach (often simply called functionalism) is rooted in the idea that
society functions as a complex system of interconnected parts, each serving specific roles that
contribute to social stability and order. Developed from the work of Émile Durkheim, Talcott
Parsons, and others, this perspective emphasizes the importance of social institutions—including
culture—in maintaining societal cohesion.

In this view, society is akin to a biological organism, where each element has a purpose. Culture,
from a functionalist perspective, is seen as a vital component that sustains the social system by
providing shared norms, values, and practices that foster social integration.



Basic View of Culture Under the Functionalist Paradigm

Culture as the Glue of Society:
At the core of the functionalist perspective is the belief that culture functions as the “glue” holding
society together. Shared cultural elements—such as language, customs, religious beliefs, and moral
values—are essential for creating social cohesion and facilitating cooperation among individuals.

Functions of Culture:

1. Socialization:
Culture provides the blueprint for individuals to learn norms, values, and behaviors necessary for
participation in society. This process ensures social continuity across generations.

2. Maintaining Social Order:
Cultural norms and values serve as standards for acceptable behavior, reducing social chaos by
guiding individual conduct.

3. Promoting Social Integration:
Shared symbols and rituals foster a collective identity, strengthening bonds among members of
society.

4. Facilitating Social Change:
While often emphasizing stability, functionalists acknowledge that culture can adapt to promote
societal progress, such as through innovations in technology or morals that address societal needs.

Underlying Assumptions:

- Society is a stable, orderly system where cultural norms promote social harmony.
- Culture is largely consensual, shared widely among members, ensuring cohesion.
- Cultural elements have functions that contribute to the overall stability and persistence of society.

Implications of the Functionalist View:

- Culture is predominantly positive and necessary for societal health.
- Changes in culture tend to occur gradually and serve to restore or maintain stability.
- Social problems often arise when cultural norms are disrupted or become dysfunctional.

---

Understanding the Social Conflict Approach and Its
View of Culture

Overview of the Social Conflict Approach

The social conflict approach (or conflict theory) is rooted in the ideas of Karl Marx and subsequent



scholars who emphasize power, inequality, and social change. This perspective views society as
characterized by ongoing struggles over resources, rights, and privileges.

In contrast to functionalism’s emphasis on stability, conflict theory sees society as inherently
divided, with cultural elements often serving the interests of dominant groups. Culture, from this
standpoint, is a tool or instrument that can reinforce social inequality rather than promote social
cohesion.

Basic View of Culture Under the Conflict Paradigm

Culture as a Reflection and Reinforcement of Power:
Conflict theorists argue that culture is deeply intertwined with social inequality. Cultural norms,
beliefs, and practices often serve to legitimize the existing social order, perpetuating the advantages
of dominant groups while marginalizing others.

Functions of Culture in a Conflict Perspective:

1. Legitimizing Inequality:
Cultural values and ideologies—such as beliefs in meritocracy or individualism—can obscure the
realities of systemic inequality, making exploitation seem fair or inevitable.

2. Maintaining the Status Quo:
Cultural institutions like education, media, and religion often reinforce dominant ideologies that
sustain power structures.

3. Creating and Sustaining Class Divisions:
Cultural differences can deepen social stratification, with elites promoting a culture that privileges
their interests and worldview.

4. Facilitating Resistance and Change:
While often serving dominant groups, culture can also be a site of resistance, as marginalized groups
develop alternative cultural expressions to challenge oppression.

Underlying Assumptions:

- Society is marked by conflict and struggle.
- Culture is a reflection of power relations.
- Cultural elements serve the interests of dominant groups, often at the expense of others.

Implications of the Conflict View:

- Culture is not inherently cohesive or positive; it can be a means of control.
- Cultural change often results from social conflict and struggles over power.
- Understanding culture requires examining who benefits and who is disadvantaged by prevailing
cultural norms.

---



Comparative Analysis of the Two Perspectives

| Aspect | Structural-functional Approach | Social conflict Approach |
|---------|------------------------------|-------------------------|
| View of Society | Harmonious, integrated system | Divided, conflict-ridden system |
| View of Culture | Unifying, stabilizing force | Divisive, serving power interests |
| Role of Culture | Promotes stability, social cohesion | Maintains inequality, supports dominant
groups |
| Change in Culture | Gradual, adaptive to societal needs | Often revolutionary or driven by conflict |
| Focus | Social order and stability | Power, inequality, and social change |

This comparison highlights the fundamental differences: functionalism sees culture as a positive
force fostering social harmony, while conflict theory regards culture as a means to perpetuate
inequality and sustain power dynamics.

---

Implications for Sociological Research and Practice

Understanding these contrasting views of culture informs how sociologists interpret social
phenomena and design interventions:

- From a functionalist perspective:
Researchers might focus on how cultural norms promote social cohesion and stability, designing
policies that reinforce shared values or facilitate social integration.

- From a conflict perspective:
Scholars might analyze how cultural practices reinforce inequalities, advocating for social change or
empowering marginalized groups to challenge dominant cultural narratives.

Recognizing the underlying assumptions of each approach also helps sociologists critically evaluate
cultural phenomena, avoiding simplistic interpretations and appreciating the complex role culture
plays in shaping social life.

---

Conclusion

The basic views of culture under the structural-functional approach and the social conflict approach
reflect fundamentally different understandings of society’s nature. The functionalist perspective
celebrates culture as a cohesive force that maintains social order, emphasizing shared norms and
stability. Conversely, the conflict perspective views culture as a reflection and reinforcement of
power relations, often serving to sustain inequality and justify social hierarchies.

Both perspectives offer valuable insights. The functionalist view provides a lens for understanding



how culture promotes social stability and continuity, while the conflict view serves as a critical tool
for examining the sources of inequality and social change. A comprehensive understanding of
culture in society benefits from integrating these approaches, recognizing the diverse roles culture
plays—both unifying and divisive—in shaping human social experience.
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