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according to functionalists society is held together by a complex system of interrelated parts that work
in harmony to maintain stability and social order. Functionalist theory, rooted in the works of
sociologists like Emile Durkheim and Talcott Parsons, emphasizes the importance of social institutions,
shared norms, and collective values in sustaining cohesion within society. This perspective argues that
each component of society serves a specific function, contributing to the overall health and continuity
of the social structure. Understanding how society remains integrated requires examining the
mechanisms through which social solidarity is achieved and maintained. This article explores the core
concepts underpinning functionalist views on social cohesion, the role of social institutions, and the
importance of shared norms and values. It also discusses criticisms of functionalism and how modern

sociologists interpret social unity from this theoretical vantage point.
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Core Principles of Functionalism in Society

Functionalism posits that society is an organic whole made up of interdependent parts, each fulfilling
essential roles that contribute to the system’s stability and continuity. According to functionalists
society is held together by the smooth functioning of social structures such as family, education,
religion, and government. These institutions perform vital functions that meet the needs of individuals
and the collective. Emile Durkheim introduced the idea that social cohesion results from shared beliefs
and values, which he termed the "collective conscience." Talcott Parsons further developed
functionalist theory, identifying functions such as adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency

that institutions must perform for society to operate effectively.

Society as an Organic System

Functionalists liken society to a living organism where each part depends on others to survive. Just as
organs in a body work cooperatively, social institutions must coordinate to uphold social order. This

interdependence ensures that societal needs are met and that disruptions are minimized.

Functions and Dysfunctions

Every social element has manifest functions, intended and recognized outcomes, as well as latent
functions, which are unintended but still significant. When parts fail to perform their functions

effectively, dysfunctions arise, potentially threatening social cohesion.

The Role of Social Institutions

Social institutions are fundamental to understanding how according to functionalists society is held
together by stable and organized structures. Institutions provide guidelines for behavior, regulate social
interactions, and transmit culture. They are essential for maintaining order and promoting cooperation

among members of society.



Family

The family is seen as the primary institution responsible for socializing new members, providing
emotional support, and regulating reproduction. It instills societal norms and values, shaping individuals

into functional members of society.

Education

Education serves to transmit knowledge, skills, and cultural norms. It also fosters social integration by

promoting shared values and preparing individuals to participate in the workforce and civic life.

Religion

Religion reinforces social cohesion by promoting a collective conscience and shared moral codes. It

provides meaning and purpose, which helps individuals align with societal expectations.

Government and Law

Government and legal systems establish rules and resolve conflicts, ensuring social order and

protecting members’ rights. They help coordinate collective goals and maintain stability.

Social Norms and Values as Binding Forces

According to functionalists, social norms and values are crucial in holding society together. These
shared expectations guide behavior and create predictability in social interactions, fostering trust and

cooperation.



Norms as Social Glue

Norms serve as unwritten rules that regulate daily conduct. Compliance with norms signals

membership in society and helps prevent deviant behavior that could disrupt social harmony.

Values and the Collective Conscience

Values represent deeply held beliefs about what is right and important. The collective conscience, as

Durkheim described, reflects the common set of values that bind individuals into a moral community.

* Provide stability by limiting conflict
¢ Encourage conformity and cooperation

¢ Facilitate social integration across diverse groups

Mechanisms of Social Integration and Solidarity

Functionalists emphasize various mechanisms through which society maintains integration and
solidarity. These mechanisms ensure that individuals feel connected to the social whole and committed

to its norms.

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity

Durkheim distinguished between mechanical solidarity, typical of traditional societies where cohesion is
based on similarity, and organic solidarity, characteristic of modern complex societies relying on

interdependence and specialization.



Socialization

Socialization is the process by which individuals internalize societal norms and values, enabling them
to function effectively within the social system. This process is continuous and crucial for social

continuity.

Social Control

Formal and informal mechanisms of social control, such as laws, sanctions, and peer pressure, help

enforce conformity and discourage deviance, thereby preserving social order.

Critiques and Contemporary Perspectives on Functionalism

While functionalism provides valuable insights into social cohesion, it has been critiqued for
overlooking conflict, power imbalances, and social change dynamics. Critics argue that it tends to

justify the status quo and ignores inequalities.

Limitations of Functionalist Theory

Functionalism’s emphasis on stability and consensus may obscure issues such as systemic
oppression and social conflict. It often assumes that all parts of society contribute positively, failing to

account for dysfunctions caused by unequal power relations.

Modern Adaptations

Contemporary sociologists integrate functionalist concepts with conflict theory and symbolic
interactionism to develop a more nuanced understanding of social cohesion. This approach recognizes

both the integrative functions of social institutions and the tensions inherent in social life.



Frequently Asked Questions

According to functionalists, what is the primary factor that holds
society together?

According to functionalists, society is held together by shared norms, values, and beliefs that create

social cohesion and stability.

How do functionalists explain social order?

Functionalists explain social order as a result of the integration of different parts of society working

together harmoniously, maintained by shared norms and values.

What role do social institutions play in holding society together
according to functionalism?

Social institutions such as family, education, and religion play a crucial role in holding society together

by fulfilling essential functions and promoting social solidarity.

According to functionalist theory, why is consensus important in
society?

Consensus is important because it ensures that members of society agree on fundamental values and

norms, which helps maintain social stability and integration.

How do functionalists view conflict in society?

Functionalists view conflict as a temporary disruption that can be resolved when social equilibrium is

restored through shared values and norms.



What is meant by the term 'social cohesion’ in functionalist theory?

Social cohesion refers to the bonds that bring members of society together, created through shared

values, norms, and institutions that promote unity.

According to functionalists, how does socialization contribute to
holding society together?

Socialization transmits shared norms and values to individuals, ensuring conformity and the continuity

of social order, thus holding society together.

Why do functionalists believe that different parts of society are
interdependent?

Functionalists believe that different parts of society are interdependent because each part performs

functions that are necessary for the survival and stability of the whole society.

How does the concept of 'value consensus' relate to society's
cohesion in functionalism?

Value consensus, the general agreement on norms and values, is essential for social cohesion as it

aligns individuals' behavior towards common goals and stability.

According to functionalists, what happens if shared values in society

break down?

If shared values break down, functionalists argue that social cohesion weakens, leading to instability,

disorder, and potential social change to restore balance.



Additional Resources

1. The Structure of Social Action

This foundational book by Talcott Parsons explores the framework of functionalism in sociology,
emphasizing how social systems maintain stability and order. Parsons argues that society is held
together by shared norms and values, which guide individual behavior and social institutions. The book

lays the groundwork for understanding social cohesion through functional interdependence.

2. Social Theory and Social Structure

Also authored by Talcott Parsons, this influential text delves deeper into the mechanisms that sustain
social order. Parsons discusses the role of social institutions and the importance of social roles in
maintaining societal equilibrium. The book highlights how consensus and value integration are

essential for social cohesion.

3. The Functions of Social Institutions

This collection examines how various social institutions, such as family, education, and religion,
contribute to the stability of society. The essays focus on the functionalist perspective that these
institutions perform necessary roles that help maintain social order. The book underscores the

interdependence of different parts of society in preserving harmony.

4. Functionalism and Social Change

This book addresses how functionalist theory explains social stability and the processes that lead to
gradual social change. It argues that society is held together by the functional necessity of institutions
adapting to new conditions. The text provides insight into how equilibrium is maintained even as

societies evolve.

5. The Social System

In this seminal work, Talcott Parsons presents a comprehensive theory of how societies maintain order
through a system of interrelated parts. The book articulates the concept that shared values and norms
integrate individuals into a cohesive social whole. It is a critical text for understanding the functionalist

view of social cohesion.



6. Durkheim’s Legacy: Social Cohesion and Stability
This book revisits Emile Durkheim’s pioneering ideas on social solidarity and collective conscience. It
discusses how according to functionalists, society is held together by shared beliefs and the division of

labor. The text explores the balance between individual autonomy and social integration.

7. Consensus and Conflict in Society
This volume explores the tension between social consensus and conflict from a functionalist viewpoint.
It emphasizes that despite conflicts, a general agreement on core values holds society together. The

book provides a nuanced understanding of how functionalism accounts for both stability and change.

8. Institutions and Social Order

Focusing on the role of institutions, this book argues that society’s cohesion depends on institutions
fulfilling essential functions. It examines how institutions regulate behavior and promote social
integration. The text is key to understanding the functionalist argument that social order is a product of

institutional interdependence.

9. The Dynamics of Social Integration
This work analyzes how processes of socialization and cultural transmission contribute to societal
stability. It discusses the functionalist idea that individuals internalize societal norms, which fosters

social cohesion. The book highlights the ongoing dynamic that keeps society unified despite diversity.
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