1. [bookmark: _GoBack]Theory & Method: A Brief Guide to Sociological perspectives
Over the course of the next year you will see that there are several different ways in which sociologists look at and try to understand society and the people in it. These ways are known as sociological perspectives or theories and they are often based on fairly fundamental disagreements about the way society is organised and how people within society operate. We will not expect you to understand these sociological perspectives in any depth for some time but below you will find a basic introduction to five common groups of theories which may appear on your Health studyguides; functionalism, Marxism, interactionism, feminism and post-modernism.
(1) Functionalism
Functionalism is a theory which believes that modern societies like the UK are relatively well-ordered and that consequently the behaviour of people is predictable and patterned. Two examples illustrate this social order. Firstly, think about the way traffic is organised – on the whole, people generally conform to traffic rules. They stop at red lights and junctions, they drive on the left-hand- of the road, they generally abide by speed limits and they go around roundabouts in the right direction. Secondly, most of us obey the law and conform to civilised behaviour in terms of our interactions with others, e.g. we might feel like killing someone because of an argument we’ve had but the vast majority of people who feel this way never resort to murder. 
Functionalist sociologists are CONSENSUS sociologists – this means that they believe that societies operate efficiently and in an ordered fashion because in general most of their members agree on most things like the need for rules and laws. There is an agreement or consensus on what we should believe in (values) and how we should behave (norms), on how institutions like the family should be organised, and on what is ‘normal’ and what is ‘deviant’. As children, we are taught this consensual thinking through socialisation and consequently generally grow up to be civilised responsible adults who obey the rules and conform.    
(2) Marxism
Marxism is regarded by many as the theoretical opposite of functionalism. Marxists argue that modern capitalist societies like the UK are based on CONFLICT rather than consensus. This is because a minority group of rich and wealthy individuals (known as the bourgeoisie or upper class) economically exploit a majority working-class (sometimes called the proletariat) through the way work and economic rewards are organised. This exploitation has led to fundamental inequalities in the distribution of wealth, income, educational opportunities, political power and health chances, and these inequalities bring groups, particularly social classes, into conflict with each other. 
(3) Interactionism
This group of theories and sociologists point out that society is the net sum of people choosing to come together to interact in social groups like families, religions and nationalities. Interactionists are interested in how people interpret the social world around them and consequently, they focus on small scale interactions between people and groups. They are particularly interested in how some groups of people and certain types of behaviour are categorised, defined and labelled by other social groups, and the consequences of such labels. 
(4) Feminism
Although there are different types of feminisms, all share a fundamental belief that most societies around the world are patriarchal or male-dominated, and that males generally exploit females in the home, at work etc. Feminists argue that all men benefit from the inequality experienced by women. Consequently, feminists therefore see societies as characterised by gender conflict as men seek to protect their dominance and women strive for equal rights and opportunities. 
(5) Post-modernism
The theory of post-modernism is fairly newish – it only appeared about 25 years ago. It argues that modern industrial societies like the UK are evolving into post-industrial post-modern societies. Generally, this means that two major changes are taking place. Firstly, changes to our economy means that the UK no longer manufactures things such as cars, ships, electrical goods etc in the numbers that we did 50 years ago. Post-modernists argue that today most workers are employed in the service sector rather than in the manufacturing sector, e.g. in shops, hotels, fast food restaurants, the financial sector and in government (i.e. health, education, civil service etc). In 2012, there are more people in the UK employed as university lecturers than there are coal miners.
Secondly, postmodernists argue that the nature of personal identity is changing as society evolves. In modern societies, most people get their identity from their job and wage (i.e. their social class) and/or their gender, religion, ethnicity etc. Many of these sources of identity are imposed upon people rather than chosen. Post-modernists argue that in postmodern society, these sources of identity are less important and that new forms of postmodern identity are emerging. For example, in postmodern society, young people’s identity may be more dependent on their consumption or shopping habits. Their identities are more likely to be shaped by consumer choices about what they wear, where they hang out, what type of mobile phone they have, what they drink, etc. Consequently, image and style have become more important than social class as part of postmodern identities. Postmodernist sociologists also argue that postmodern societies offer people a greater range of choices with regard to identity through advertising and the mass media. Consequently, things which were unacceptable or disapproved of in modern societies have now become more ‘normal’, e.g. different sexualities.
Task
Read the following 25 statements carefully, and then try to arrange them into the five columns according to which sociological perspective you think they represent after reading those outlined above. 
(1) The laws of a society represent the wishes of the people and are there to protect the interests of everybody equally.
(2) Marriage is based on the domination of women by men.
(3) Body image is an important part of how we present ourselves to the world today.
(4) The fact that 7% of the UK population own and control 84% of wealth is an example of class inequality. 
(5) Mental illness is a label given by people with the power to define what is normal and what is not normal.
(6) Shopping and consumerism is the main source of public satisfaction and pleasure.
(7) Deviants are people who refuse to conform to the norms and values of a society.
(8) Our education system is designed to make sure that the rich stay rich and the poor stay poor.
(9) Housework is slave labour – unpaid and done largely for the benefit of men.
(10) In general, societies like ours operate reasonably well because most people generally agree on most things.
(11) Pornography is a symptom of women’s exploitation by men.
(12) Style, i.e. how we look and how much we consume is more important than achievement as a source of status and identity.
(13) To understand drug-taking, first of all we need to examine why some drugs have been defined as illegal whilst some have not.
(14) To understand social life, we need to interpret the interactions between different groups of people.
(15) Women do not have a ‘natural’ role as wife and mother – they have been pushed into that role by men.
(16) Manufacturing goods is not as important as the consumption of goods.
(17) The purpose of religion and other shared belief systems is to give people a sense of belonging to society so that they conform.
(18) Laws are created by the powerful wealthy elite to protect their own interests.
(19) The labels that teachers give to children are an important influence on whether they succeed or fail at school.
(20) Religion and the mass media have always been used by the powerful as a way of persuading those without power such as the poor to accept without question the ways things are.
(21) There is no simple definition of illness – what counts as ill varies between societies and over time.
(22) Society is like a shopping centre offering a fantastic range of choices from which people can construct their identity.
(23) Societies such as ours are based on conflict between those who have wealth and power and those who don’t – although this conflict is not always apparent.
(24) The nuclear family (mum, dad and kids) is responsible for socialising children into the norms and values of society. 
(25) In modern societies, power is held by men. 
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