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✧Key Features of the Three Perspectives in Sociology✧  
Perspective 
 

Subject under Focus Nature of Society How Social Order is 
Maintained 

Functionalist 
Perspective 

Social order or stability Consists of interdependent 
groups pursuing common 
goals 

Through social consensus, 
whereby people agree to 
cooperate in order to 
contribute to social order 

Conflict Perspective Social conflict or change Made up of conflicting 
groups, each pursuing its 
own interest 

Through coercion, social 
order is imposed by the 
powerful on the weak 

Symbolic 
Interactionist 
Perspective 

Interaction between 
individuals 

Composed of individuals 
whose actions depend on 
interpreting each other’s 
behavior 

Through constant 
negotiations between 
individuals trying to 
understand each other’s 
actions and reactions 

 
Additional Notes: 

Functionalist Perspective Conflict Perspective Symbolic Interactionist Perspective 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

-Multiple View: A combination of the three sociological perspectives.  This can offer a larger, more balanced 
view of the subject.  



Applying the 3 Major PerspectiApplying the 3 Major Perspectives of Sociologyves of Sociology

 Functionalist Functionalist 
Perspective Perspective   

 
(Structural-Functional Approach) 

Conflict Conflict   
PerspectivePerspective   

 
(Social-Conflict Approach) 

Symbolic Symbolic 
Interactionist Interactionist 
PerspectivePerspective   

 
(Symbolic Interaction Approach) 

What is the level  
of analysis? 

 
Macro-level 

 
Macro-level 

 
Micro-level 

 

 
 

What image of 
society does the 

perspective have? 

Society is a system of 
interrelated parts that is relatively 
stable. 
 
Each part works to keep society 
operating in an orderly way. 
 
Members generally agree about 
what is morally right and morally 
wrong. 
 

Society is a system of social 
inequalities based on class 
(Marx), gender (feminism and 
gender-conflict approach) and 
race (race-conflict approach).  
 
Society operates to benefit some 
categories of people and harm 
others. 
 
Society inequality causes conflict 
that leads to social change. 

Society is an ongoing process.  
 
People interact in countless 
settings using symbolic 
communications. 
 
The reality people experience is 
variable and changing.  

 

What core questions 
does the 

perspective ask? 

How is society held together? 
 
What are the major parts of 
society? 
 
How are these parts linked? 
 
What does each part do to help 
society work? 

How does society divide a 
population? 
 
How do advantaged people 
protect their privileges? 
 
How do disadvantaged people 
challenge the system seeking 
change? 

How do people experience 
society? 
 
How do people shape the reality 
they experience? 
 
How do behavior and meaning 
change from person to person 
and from one situation to 
another? 
 



Three Research Orientations in Sociology  
 
 Positivist Sociology 

 
 
[the study of society based on 
scientific observation of social 
behavior] 

Critical Sociology 
 
[the study of society that focuses on 

the need for social change] 

Interpretive Sociology 
 

[the study of society that focuses on 
discovering the meanings people attach 

to their social world] 
 

 
 

What is reality? 

 
Society is an orderly system. 
 
There is an objective reality “out there”.  

 
Society is patterns of inequality. 
 
Reality is that some categories of people 
dominate others.  

 
Society is an ongoing interaction. 
 
People construct reality as they attach 
meanings to their behavior.  

 
 
 
 

How do we 
conduct research? 

 
Using a scientific orientation, the 
researcher carefully observes behavior, 
gathering empirical, ideally quantitative, 
data.  

 
Seeking to go beyond positivism’s focus 
on studying the world as it is, the 
researcher is guided by politics and uses 
research as a strategy to bring about 
desired social change.  
 
Researcher is an activist. 

 
Seeking to look “deeper” than outward 
behavior, the researcher focuses on 
subjective meaning.  The researcher gathers 
qualitative data, discovering the subjective 
sense people make of their world. 

 
Corresponding 

theoretical 
approach 

 
 

Functionalist Perspective 

 
 

Conflict Perspective 

 
 

Symbolic Interactionist Perspective 

 

  
 


