Sociological Schools of Thought
1. STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM 
Study the overall social system which is composed of STRUCTURES OR INSTITUTIONS (e.g. law, political system, school, family) that perform FUNCTIONS essential to maintain order and which affects behaviour
Analysis at the macro level (e.g. society overall and not individual human differences)
Change in a social institution causes other institutions to adapt to the changed condition (e.g. Industrial Revolution and family structure)
Within the institution, each individual has a STATUS (specific position) and a ROLE (expected behaviour).  The most common behaviours associated with any role are called NORMS
Individuals are expected to act appropriately (role) and stay with the norm.  Change can occur if structures are able to adjust to maintain EQUILIBRIUM but change will happen slowly (e.g. fathers leaving work to take care of children – is this functional?)
Questions a functionalist would ask:


What is happening to the size of families in Canada?


Is the number of single-parent families increasing?


What effect does education have on income?
2. SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM
 Theory which studies the meanings that people give to their world and how they experience reality
Micro approach since it examines the relationship between individuals or behaviour of an individual within a social institution (e.g. family)
Assumes that a person’s actions are based on how they see themselves and how they see other people (Looking Glass Self – Cooley)
Three main concepts underlie this theory:

1. An individual develops a “me-self” (objective qualities such as height, age, hair colour) and an “I-self” (subjective – one perceives oneself based on the way one interprets feedback from other people)

2. People have to be able to “take the role/attitude of the other person” in order to anticipate how that person will behave and then how they should respond

3. People need to communicate using shared symbols (language and behaviour) if they are going to interact effectively
Questions symbolic interactionists ask:
How do individual family members react to an event in the family such as birth of a baby?

How do family members perceive the roles of other members of the family?
How do family members handle conflicts between family members?
3. CONFLICT
Based on the ideas of Karl Marx
The idea that economic power, which leads to political power, is the key to understanding societies 
Social change is the result of changes to the economic system 
Neo-Marxists try to understand the economic system 
They believe that there will always be a distinct division in class (rich and poor) and that the poor will feel alienated.  Alienation will not go away unless a new economic system is created 
4. FEMINIST
Focuses on sex and gender issues, believing that women have traditionally been disadvantaged in society because men have discriminated against them 
*liberal feminists = society should be more welcoming to women and more 

                              Assessable to women’s influence 
*Marxian feminists = women’s unpaid and undervalued domestic work has 

                                 Made it possible for industrial owners to pay lower 

                                 wages to male workers. 
*Radical feminists = the idea that men have exploited women because of 

                                 Their child bearing role which has led to systemic 

                                oppression of women 
*Socialist feminists = try to separate issues of oppression that are the 

                                   Result of capitalism and patriarchy 
See text for more information.  The class handout contains useful examples of questions sociologists might be interested in. 
