
 
 

  

 

 
 

These are some introductory tasks that you MUST complete over the 
summer. They are based on basic sociological theories. You can use the 
internet to help you (but DO NOT cut and paste) or the book AS Level  
Sociology by Rob Webb et. al. (published by the Napier Press).  
 

 

 

ENJOY! 
 
 
 



Activity 1: in your own words, write a definition of the subject of Sociology. 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MAIN THEORIES IN SOCIOLOGY 

 
 

 

FUNCTIONALISM 
 
Functionalism is a theory which tries to explain how things work by asking ‘what role or function 
does this thing perform within the system it forms a part of’.  
 
EXAMPLE – if you are looking at a part of the human body - 
like the heart or lover - you ask - ‘what function does this organ 
perform’? This really means ‘what role does its have in keeping 
the body as a whole going?’ It sees the body as the whole 
‘system’ and then looks at each individual part to see what its 
‘function’ is in keeping the whole thing ticking over. 
 
EXAMPLE –if you look into a car engine and look at its 
individual parts – like a piston or spark plug – you can explain what each part is for by saying what 
its function is within the engine as a whole – what is its role in keeping the engine going?  
 

 Sociologists look at ‘society’ as a whole. For them it is the ‘system they are trying to 
explain - like how a car engine works or how a body works.  

 
 Some Sociologists called ‘Functionalists’ do this they look at the individual parts of society 

- and ask the question – what is the function or role of this or that part?  For example – 
 

 What is the function of schools in society? 

 What is the function of religion in society? 

 What is the function of political parties in society? 

 What is the function of government in society? 
 
 
Activity 2: if all institutions in society, like education, the health system and the police have a 
function in a similar way to parts of the human body, should we compare ‘society’ to a biological 
organism or is this analogy too simple? Explain: 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 



Activity 3: Think of some aspects of society, such as the government or education. What function 
do they have? What part of the body may they be compared to as a ‘function’? Complete the table 
below. 
 

Institution Function Body part 

Government Runs and controls the 

country through laws.  

Similar to the brain, which 

controls and regulates the body. 

Police   

Education (schools etc)   

Health   

Transport system   

Media/communications   

Social Security (benefits)   

 

 

 
 



MARXISM 
 

 
 
BACKGROUND – WHO ARE THEY? 
Marxists see society in a very different way to Functionalists. Theirs is a CONFLICT model. 
Basically: 
 

 We live in a ‘capitalist’ society. This is the most important thing about it. 
 

 Capitalism is a system based on large scale industry and business – but the crucial point 
is that these industries and businesses are owned and controlled by private individuals 
called ‘capitalists’. Some capitalists are very prominent and powerful – like Bill gates, 
Richard Branson. Others are less prominent but still have enormous wealth and power 
‘behind the scenes’. 

 
 A Capitalist society is divided into TWO CLASSES – the capitalist owners of wealth and 

the economy – and the ‘working class’ who actually work for them. At one stage in history 
these were really just factory workers (at the time when Marx himself was writing in the 
19th century). Today the ‘working class’ is much more varied – but Marxists still cling to the 
two class model of society. 

 
 The struggle between these two classes is the most important cause of conflict in society – 

but although the capitalists are outnumbered they have powerful resources at their 
disposal. These are - -  

 
(a) Control of the economy which gives them enormous wealth. This wealth gives 
them power. 
 
(b)They also control the state – or the government – which runs society itself. This 
means that they can always get their way through force and repression e.g. police, 
army etc. 
 
(c)They control all the main institutions of society – like the media, advertising, 
education policy and so on – and this means that they can keep control by 
indoctrinating the mass of the people into believing what they want. They control 
the culture and ideas of our society. 

 
Today there are Marxists in all areas of study – history, politics, and sociology. They apply Marx’s 
ideas to the periods or things they study. 
 
 
 
 



Activity 4: as Marx sees society as divided by class, do you think these jobs are either working 
class or ruling class? 
 

Job  Which class (briefly explain why)? 

Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) of a multinational 
company 

 

Accountant  

Shop assistant  

Plumber  

Journalist  

Pilot  

Bus driver  

Painter and decorator  

Classroom teacher  

 
 
Activity 5: Do you think the idea of class is ‘out of date’? Does every plumber see themselves as 
‘working class’? Explain you point of view. Give reasons for and against class. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 



Activity 5: Do you think society is controlled by the rich and powerful? Do common people really 
have a say? 

Explain your point of view. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

FEMINISTS 
 
RADICAL FEMINIST EXPLANATION OF SOCIETY 
 
Radical feminists (like Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone) are 
those who argue that: 
 
(a) We live in a male dominated society - a ‘patriarchy’. Men 
dominate the main institutions of society – like government, 
business, and the professions. They also dominate the family. 
 
(b) Men use their power to enforce ‘gender roles’ – girls are brought 
up or ‘socialised’ to behave in a certain way and adopt ‘feminine’ 
roles such as mothers, housewives, domestic workers Boys are 
brought up to go out to work, be active and dominant.  
 
(c)These roles are not ‘natural’ based on our biology – they are ‘gender’ roles which are taught 
from childhood. 
 
Activity 6: do you think society is dominated by men? Think of reasons for and against the radical 
feminist view. Back your points up with examples. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 



_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Interactionism/Social Action Theories 
 
The Interpretivist approach in sociology has several branches. We are mainly concerned with 
those known as Weberian sociology (verstehen), symbolic Interactionism and ethnomethodology. 
They share some basic assumptions, but also have specific characteristics.  
 
 Social reality s constructed through the actions and interaction of individuals. 
 
 Individuals define and interpret situations, figure out meaning and thus create social reality. 
 
 Sociologists must discover the meanings and interpretations of individuals in social action by 

placing themselves in the social positions of those individuals and gaining an empathetic 
understanding.  

 
 
Activity 7: As described above, interpretism/social action theory focuses on the actions of 
individuals. This is different to Marxism, Functionalism and even Feminism as they see society as 
‘structured’ or ‘set up in a certain way’. 
 
Do you think this theory is good as it gives more importance to individual action? 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Activity 8: Should sociologists try to be ‘empathetic’ (understand other peoples’ feelings)? Or is 
this too emotional and unscientific? Explain: 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



Additional tasks: 

 

Research the ideas of the ‘New Right’. This is another sociological theory. Describe their basic 
views: 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Think about Functionalism, Marxism, Interactionism/Social Action Theory, Feminism and 
the New Right. Which theory do you agree with most? Which best describes and explains 
‘society’? Explain why: 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 


