L FUNCTIONALISM THEORY

§TRUCTURA

Ralph and Alice have be | bout 20 yea{;s: Rab|{3h feels that they
have a good thing going: He works 1N FOnStl:UCtIOH anf is able to provide o
for his family. He was “ble to offer Alice this sense O security when the, o
married. He is also handy around the house, fixing things as they breal,
wear out and keeping the place looking nice.

partner. Rather than working outsg,
lean and prepared meals, and fOCUSe;

her time on the rearing of their four beautiful children. The kids have alwas
appreciated her help with schoolwork and her ability to attend and su;;
ort their various activities. They have been representative of the traditiona|

nuclear Western family.

Recently, Alice has grown restless an
part-time job in order to have some spen
And she would like Ralph to spend more time talking with her instead of

working on some project in the garage. Ralph feels that things are just finc
the way they are—why do they have to change?

But'thmgs are changing. With the children growing up and moving out, the

fﬁm"YhStr ucture is reverting back to that of a couple. Alice has more free ’timé

:Q;Inlf Cea:ad mﬂ:he past and vyould like to focus on some of her own intercst.

> nFq)e repaiszii_ ine Opc;mt in using some of his salary to hire someone (0 make

e T Fo raer to g:ve him more time to watch sports on TV, not 1©
omanly things like shopping and talking about feelings!

en married for a

Alice Is attractive and a
the home, she has kept the house C

d less satisfied. She would like to get ;
ding money that she could control

to do: He

R
alph wants both of them to do what he feels they are supposed
akes

works as g
more senst:? hWder' and she takes care of him. Alice feels that it ™
se for both of them to provide and nurture
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scles, and tissues, that

- ;1 : . need to work together for i .

mposed of many parts that must funce; v iy Bk

150 focused on terms that later became popular in fun
nd consensus, which refer to the interconnectedness of
anity- Durkheim was aI.so concerned with how social s
chemselves together (Kingsbury and Scanzoni 1993).

The -wriltmgs G i anthmpo_logist Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1952) w fvatal
in establishing @ Seld of compantive sociology, with structural functi f_fe i
most imporeant tool. His essay on understanding the role of the ;I;Ct;,l: tia ]lasm has its
certain sOCieties helped to supplant social Darwinism with the new an df St trl(:t er in
relatively sophisticated framework of structural functionalism. o 4 The e

The leading thi.nker of functionalism in America was Talcott Parsons (1951), who
believed that behavior was drive.n by our efforts to conform to the moral code of’ soci-
ety. The purpose of such codes is to constrain human behavior in ways that promote
the common good. The purpose .Of an organism is to survive. In order for a society to
survive, the sub?‘ystems (the fantnly and other institutions) must function in ways that
promote the maintenance of society as a whole. This is similar to how a person’s organs
must function in interrelated ways to maintain good health.

For Parsons (1951), the key to societal survival was the shared norms and values
held by its individual members. Deviation from those norms leads to disorganization,
which threatens the survival of the system. Because the family is the key system in
society, according to his view, divorce, teen rebellion, non-marital sex, and single par-
enthood all threatened the structure and/or the functions of the family and therefore
needed to be avoided.

By the 1950s, functionalism had become the dominant paradigm in sociology,
and it had a tremendous impact on family studies. For example, family research since
the 1930s had adopted the organic model, with its many studies on marital quality
and adjustment. Family stability was assumed to be critical to childhood outcomes,
and because marital satisfaction was central to that stability, it was scen as one of
the most important research questions in the field. Furthermore, the.exiSte_nce of any
social structure, such as the family, was explained by the functions it carries out for
the greater society (Kingsbury and Scanzoni 1993). o .

The social upheaval of the 1960s led many to criticize functnonz.lhsm for 1ts'1na]?1l—
ity to deal with change. Parsons (1951) did not see deviant behavio a; conltnbgmng
to positive change, whereas others, such as Merton (1957), recqgmzed t eofﬁ € of con-
flict in maintaining equilibrium or leading to a new re[amon;;hxp status. Other writers

: ' i he discipline. Parsons
(Goode 1969) strove to raise the level of theoretical rigor 10 the « :
i from the outside (such as indus-
'gnored these ideas, feeling that change always came r(f) O st children only
trialization leading to the preeminence of the‘ nuclear lann 311163 I
learned culturally approved values in the famﬂy. He ?so _catmmenml sty
Support his claim that there were biologic_ally clr‘wenl 1o esc(tllife e atcltar family.
that men and women should fulfill wichin Fhe 1de.af struWith O e aftes che 19705
As a result, structural functionalism fell into distavor ey with very il 1
Holman gnd Burr (1980) declared it 0 be

ystems are integrated and hold

a uperipthaJ”
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BASIC ASSUMPTIONS

_ iicism of structural functionalism is that it never reached th, long.
O wmfﬁozfrm usage it could have because its terms, beliefs, and basic assump,
:;:; E;U::j ievir fully developed into what we would §onsider a formalizgd “Flj‘,{”r"’
(Lane 1994). For this reason, listing the basic assumptions of this thgory 1s difficyl;
as it depends on which author’s work you reference. Therefore, we will discys: only
the two basic assumptions that all who use this framework would agree are the cencry]
components of the theory itself.

The function of families is to procreate and socialize children. Structural func
tionalism is basically a theory of social survival. Its key idea is that families perform
the critical functions of procreation and socialization of children so that they will f:
into the overall society. Theorists ask themselves what is needed for a society to main-
tain itself and then which institutions or subgroups within that society are providing
fue those nceds. They conclude that the intact nuclear family of husband, wife, i
their children is the jdeal structure. This is the configuration of individuals in the
(f)l}(ic;lirr;a;v'ce)ild t.}.m w]?l:ks !aes't in me.eting the needs ?f its members, as well as thos

Ber society. That is, it functiong best, according to this theory.

Al systems haye Sunctions, Theoretical work h e . Pasi

as focused principally on the fu

hese functions accomplish. Although othe
main function of an : ad socialization of children are central. 11t
i 1 T# S wt intain 168
basic strucrure. uding the family, is simply to maintai?
Parsons (1951
¢ -
to play certain rol)esorll\f[hllded fhat the best Way to do this was for husbands and ¥/'®
- Males need g e instrument ] which means that they are 0
2

0nes who provid £ .
g e ide for the family, Because of this, their abilities should be focused



yigh
1) expa 2 . .

Parsons (1951) exp nded on .thllS notion of instrumental and expressive roles with

ard to the functioning of societies and ¢ P W

. he values and nort h
beneved that our behaviors or actions were driven by the hopen(:tSi rteaithit:;ya lc]i(;lsci];agz

goal, and what is desirable s (:.!eﬁned by the cultural system of which we are a part.
He developed five pattern variables that reflect the value orientaci f individual
and societies as they make decisions about what actions to tak T eich of e wosd

- below: the term that - : e. In each of the word
pairings ’ 1 ; 4t comes first is the eXpressive characteristic and the term
chat comes se((::lon. ;S ;he Instrumental characteristic. The expressive aspects, more
often BESDEIATEE. SHLL T2E roles of women, refer to those things that must be done to
maintain the culture and our relationships, keep people involved and integrated, and
help to manage and ff—Sol‘fe internal tensions and conflict. In contrast, the instrumental
aspects, associated with the roles of men, are focused on making sure that problems
are solved and tasks are accomplished.

The first pattern is Ascription/ Achievement, and it is based on the concept of what is
earned versus what is biologically predetermined. Ascription describes your individual
status, or those things with which you were born, such as sex, ethnicity, race, family
status, and family composition, whereas achievement refers to those things that you
earn based on your performance. For example, we might say that although Oprah
Winfrey's ascribed status was one of poverty, her achieved status was one of superstar-
dom and great wealth.

Diffuseness/Specificity refers to the functions of relations, or the nature of our rela-
tionships and how broad or narrow their expectations are. If you practice diffuseness,
you have a wide variety of relationships that meet a large range of needs, whereas
specificity indicates that you develop relationships that meet a specific need. For exam-
ple, although your friends and family may meet many of your needs, such as support,
validation, conversation, and shared activities, other interactions, such as seeing your
physician or accountant, satisfy specific needs.

Whereas the previous category dealt with the types of obligations within a role
ot relationship, Particularism/Universalism refers to the range of people with whom we
come into contact. Particularism refers to the fact that our behaviors are guided by
the person with whom we are interacting and the nature of that relacionship. In ocher
words, we act a certain way simply because, for example, we are with our parents and
they have a certain set of expectations for our behavior. Universalism refers to the fact
that we behave in certain ways based on the norms and values that guide our behav-
ior at a societal level, or that dictate what we should and §hould not do. The fact that
everyone is presumed to be equal in the eyes of the llaw is an exarr.lple Qf this.

Affectivity/ A ffective Neutrality is based on the qualJFy of our relationships and refe-rs
to the amount of emotional expression that is appropriate or perhap§ Eved expected in
4 given situation. If you have an aftectivity approach, then your relationships are ba}sed
o8 things such as love, trust, close personal involvement, and other forms of emotion,
Whereas if your interactions are affective neutral, they are based on what people can do
for you, or perhaps on what you can do for them.

Finally, one can focus on Collectivity/Self when performing any aC?Oﬂ};_IE the f?fSt
Concepe, the focus is on the interests of others, Of the social group of which one is a

reg
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What services does the family provide to society? The family exists for the funct;
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The Benchmark Family

ily refers to th iti
penchmark family refe e traditional n -
:?fz, ond their children, with the husband as bre:cgi:ar fornily compased of a husband,

inner and the wij
e Ward,‘June’ Wally, and Beaver Cleaver, from the popular tee?:vti,snh;?;imf:e;
74
10 : 5
hmctuf es that differ from this ideal to be less

o (KinngurY and Scanzoni 1993),

Deviant Behavior

Meston (1957), expanding on the original principles of structural functionalism
developed 2 typology of deviant behavior to show how behaviors that deviate flr ,
the social norms can still play a useful role in the theory, and in society for that m(:z
cer. His typology'was based on five categories that are reviewed below: conformity
inpovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion. The examples for each of these e
drawn from Kingsbury and Scanzoni (1993), but you could also use examples based
on people you know.

Conformity

Nondeviance is the same as conformity. For instance, a husband/father who is a good
provider and does so 1n the approved manner of hard work and achievement has con-
formed to the social norm of being the family breadwinner.

Innovation

A woman who accepts the goal of material success but attains it in an illegal or oth-
erwise socially unacceptable manner is in this category. She is both conforming and
deviant. An example of this would be a mother who tries to have it all but uses drugs
in order to have the energy/stamina to get everything done that the “perfect mom”
should do. This is a huge social trend.

Ritualism

Ritualism refers to a man who gives up on SUCCess but still works hard. No matter
how hard he tries, he will not meet his wife’s expectations of him as a Prqwder. So,
why does he continue to try? He does so because that is his nature, or his ritual.

Retreatism

Retreatism refers to the person who rejects both the normative goals and'dc]]? ;}'Cnieaxis
© obtain them. Drug addicts and homeless people are examples of. 1n '1V1du5;1 s
¥ho mighe fall into this category. They avoid both the rewards of ;OCIety an i cthe

trations that come with trying to attain them. In other words, they retreat from

tural norms.
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among families and S";)cmcien.c e is built. Even though this framework has basically no
much of m(?dern lfamllg}isgs or 1970s (Lane 1994), it still influenced much of the work
o Elseimggdtgzth prior to and since that time. Below ?.re sc?me of the key areas of
izg;;:dtg:mat was actained thanks to the structural functionalism framework.

Family Structure

George Murdock (1949) surveyed 250 societies that were described in the “Human
Relations Area Files,” an immense collection of ethnographic field notes on culrures

around the world. From this research, he concluded that what he called the nucler
family was the basic social structure

, and it was the norm i
yed. The others were either polygamous or extended
families, but they had nuclear families at their cores,

A similar study was dog
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i : chosen to teflect a representarive sample of the world’s socierics.
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changes occurred, the family adapted and focused on what it does best (Ingoldsby and
smith 1995). & ¥

Murc?ock (194'9)-conc[uded thf:lt there were four essential functions that the family

rovides in all societies. The first is sexual. All societies have found that this powerful
jmpulse must be rest.ramed in order to avoid chaos. However, it must not be over-
regulaced or personality problems and an insufficient populat,ion would result. The
compromise found everywhere is marriage. Although sexual relations do occur outside
of marriage, most sexual expression occurs in marriage, and it is the one context in
which sexual behavior is always socially acceprable.

The second function is reproduction. This follows naturally from the fact that mat-
riage is the primary sexual relationship in all societies. Although many children are
porn out of wedlock, the majority are born according to society’s preference, which is
within the family. Such children are usually privileged in terms of acceptance, inheri-
cance, and other factors.

The third function is socialization. In addition to producing children, the family
qust care for them physically and train them to perform adult casks and adopt the
values deemed appropriate by their particular culture. As Lee (1982) pointed out, this
is much more than simply learning occupational skills. It involves language skills and
the transmission of culture as well. All societies depend on the family to love and
aurcure their children so that chey will become civilized.

The final function is economic. This does not mean that the family is the eco-
nomic unit of production, although it has been in many times and places. Here,
Murdock (1949) was referring to the division of labor by gender: "By virtue of their
primary sex differences, a man and a woman make an exceptionally efficient cooperat-
ing unit. ... All known human societies have developed specialization and cooperation
between the sexes roughly along this biologically determined line” (7). In other words,
because males have greater physical strength and females bear the children, marirtal
pairs have found chat their survival is enhanced if they divide responsibilities accord-
ing to their capacities.

In addition, the functtons of rit
lyzed. Every culture has its own approaches to birt
other matters. A productive way of understanding
what functions they each serve for the family and the society at large.

uals and behaviors within the family were also ana-
hing, parenting, sexual taboos, and
these family rules is to investigate

Origin of the Family

w and when the family originated among humans
d the reach of science. However, there have been
ulations, and most of them have come to the
the family developed as the result of the eco-
hanges have reduced this traditional

The answers to the questions of ho
are presently considered to be beyon
many philosophical and theoretical spec
same basic conclusion: The structure of

nomic division of labor, Social and technological ¢ ek
(expressive/instrumental) division of labor proposed by the functionalists (Ingoldsby

ad Smith 1995), but the argument that economic efficiency and sexual attraction are
the basis for marriage and family life is still a powerful one. As Lee (1982) explains:

cause a certain division of labor

eings be on |
fficient and maximized the

The family originated among human being:
venient Of €

betWeerl the sexes was found to be con
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al and necessary for human social life; b

him that the nuclear family is univers
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e
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tion of the family to the contrary notwithstanding. (11)

. Stephens (‘19.63) described the work of Edith Clarke in Jamaica and Melford s, ..
w;.rhl the Israeli kibbutzim, which tells a different story. Clarke argued that fath Opirg
missing from lower-class Jamaican families, and thus the structure there is a Er; N
‘-'h{ld‘dyﬁd, rather than 'the father—mother—child triangle of the nuclear famil Sl'm'tl )
5P "(.); chk gives th'e impression that the socialization and economic functiyc.ms”-m o
frrso;z: ed by the family in the kibbutz. Despite these studies, careful reviews b df c not
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,,h-bough functionalists rna].ce a very cogvinciﬂg case that it is actually about econom-

gocieties that engage in light agriculture and animal husbandry tend to prefer
gyny, Decause the labor of women and children creates wealth and, therefore
ilies are bt‘.‘ttf.fr oft than monogamous ones. In contrast, polyandrou’s (multiplé
jons, which are very rare, appear to be adaptations to economic poverty
o life in a harsh environment (Ingoldsby and Smith 1995) ’

1€S

ly8y
tphoese fam

husbﬂ,ﬂds) un
atttibuwble .

Working Women

Farly functionalists fc?und w01_'k-ing mothers to be destabilizing and, therefore, a threat
w0 quality child rearing. Political conservatives who continue to take that position
blame «incaring” and “greedy” mothers in a materialistic society. However, struc-

functionalism tends to look to outside forces, particularly economics, to explain
change—for example, the rise in the number of working mothers since the 1960s
pas resulted from the shift in the United States from a manufacturing to a service
economy. Because these new salaries are much lower than those paid for skilled factory
work, couples have found it necessary for both of them to work outside the home in
order to maintain a middle-class lifestyle. In this way, many valued benefits for their
children, such as music lessons and sports activities, can continue to be provided. This
theory always encourages us to look to larger societal forces to explain changes in the
family, as it adapts only when there are other factors that require change in order for

the family to reestablish equilibrium.

Expressive/Instrumental Roles

As was previously stated, although structural functionalism as a theory in its entirety
has not been used for several decades, it is true that concepts from it have been used
since that time. A good example of this is the work exploring the existence of expres-
sive/instrumental gender roles in various groups/relationships. For example, Venkatesh
(1985) used this concept to address the adoption and use of technology in the home
and whether or not such technology is used for instrumental or expressive purposes.
He reported that households take both of these purposes into consideration when
choosing which technology to purchase, and couples are most likely to choose technol-
ogy that can provide a high level of functioning in both arenas.

Finley and Schwartz (2006) assessed whether or not the father’s instrumental role
has changed in the fifty years since Parsons began writing about it by studying an

Ethflicauy diverse sample of 1,989 university <tudents who retrospectively reported on
their father’s behaviors. It was found that, in this sample, the fathering role remained
indication that fathers

:::bmmia“)’ instrumental in nature, although there was some 1
¥fe beginning to show expressive behaviors. _
cgﬂcﬁnc’ther interesting, recently conducted study by Caldwell z'm'd Mestrovic (.2908)
emns the roles of instrumental and expressive behaviors as exhibited by the military

Petsonnel jnvolved in the charges of abuse at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. They used
: haviors to explain both the actions at the
licary personnel who were charged with
ntal in nature and function,

e i - . N
- 'mes. The military is seen as primarily instrume
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STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM THEORY
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PolitiCﬁl views and cultural values -Char?g.e(fl, support for the theory waned.
At a deeper level, the theory is criticized for confusing “fi Lot e
Even chough it may be possible to demonstrate that famﬁiesuncnon wieh cavse”
: ) : perform certain func-
dions that ar€ e to society, it does not necessarily serve as a causal explanati
for why families exist. The theory does not do a good job of explaining the ii tat'lm}
cocess of how family types come to exist in a given society. s wones

Chilcott (1998) also sugggsted that structural functionalism does not adequately
Jccount for change. Because it is based on a static model of society, explaining change
becomes difficult. Similarly, he states chat dysfunction is not dealt with in a way thatgis
helpful. Both of these problems, however, have been addressed by people who use this
theory as a basis from which to start, rather than as their only theoretical framework.

Functionalism also focuses on a macroanalysis of large social systems and assumes
that maintaining 2 steady state is important. Many other theorists feel that under-
standing the interpersonal struggles that go on in family life is critical and that dis-
agreement must be assumed to be intrinsic to family life.

Finally, some theorists have made the mistake of assuming that, just because some-
thing is functional, 1t deserves to be maintained. Feminists in particular have been
offended by the notion that women should always perform expressive tasks, because
this is seen as hurting their status within the system. Therefore, the status quo has
been dysfunctional for women, even if it has been functional for the rest of the fam-
ily or the overall society in some times and places. This can be further expanded to
include the idea that this theoretical model would be problematic when applied to
same-sex relationships. In fact, Parsons considered any family form that was not the
benchmark family as deviant and harmful, not diverse. The inability of the theory
to allow for the diverse family forms present today has been the source of its most
damaging criticism.
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usefulness in family studies today. As mentioned previously,
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