
The Conflict Perspective 

 

The conflict perspective, which originated primarily out of Karl Marx's writings on class 

struggles, presents society in a different light than do the functionalist and symbolic 

interactionist perspectives. While these latter perspectives focus on the positive aspects 

of society that contribute to its stability, the conflict perspective focuses on the 

negative, conflicted, and ever-changing nature of society.  

 

Unlike functionalists who defend the status quo, avoid social change, and believe 

people cooperate to effect social order, conflict theorists challenge the status quo, 

encourage social change (even when this means social revolution), and believe rich and 

powerful people force social order on the poor and the weak. Conflict theorists, for 

example, may interpret an “elite” board of regents raising tuition to pay for esoteric new 

programs that raise the prestige of a local college as self-serving rather than as 

beneficial for students.  

 

Whereas American sociologists in the 1940s and 1950s generally ignored the conflict 

perspective in favor of the functionalist, the tumultuous 1960s saw American 

sociologists gain considerable interest in conflict theory. They also expanded Marx's 

idea that the key conflict in society was strictly economic. Today, conflict theorists find 

social conflict between any groups in which the potential for inequality exists: racial, 

gender, religious, political, economic, and so on. Conflict theorists note that unequal 

groups usually have conflicting values and agendas, causing them to compete against 

one another. This constant competition between groups forms the basis for the ever-

changing nature of society. 

 

Critics of the conflict perspective point to its overly negative view of society. The theory 

ultimately attributes humanitarian efforts, altruism, democracy, civil rights, and other 

positive aspects of society to capitalistic designs to control the masses, not to inherent 

interests in preserving society and social order. 
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