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The Theory Behind Marriage


Sociology is a study of general trends in the world.  It is a study that can be divided into many perspectives to look at the world from many different angles.  Three of the main sociological perspectives are the Structural-Functional Theory, the Social-Conflict Theory, and the Symbolic Interaction Theory.  Structural-Functionalism says that within society as a whole, there are different groups (or structures) that work together with each other to provide a function, like a machine.  The Social-Conflict Theory identifies that there are only a limited number of resources in society, and it addresses that everyone (men/women, whites/blacks, haves/have nots) struggles for these resources (usually power and/or money).  Symbolic Interactionism, in contrast to the previous two theories, examine individuals instead of society as a whole, and examines society’s reaction to symbols created in the social world.  Each of these theories looks at everything in different ways.


For example, the Structural-Functional Theory would look at a topic like marriage and ask, “What are the consequences of marriage for the operation of society?” Structural Functionalists look at society as a system (or structure) of interconnected parts that work together to create stability and to complete a function.  It asks to see what role marriage plays in society’s big formula.  Being a macro-level orientation, they look at the society as a whole.  Structural-Functionalists would look at marriage and comment on the fact that it plays a role in how a family is supposed to be run.  The Structural-Functionalists would see that marriage has benefits for those that are wed, and that there are even jobs to assist in marriage.  Without marriage, the jobs pertaining to it would cease to exist.


The Social-Conflict Theory, however, looks at marriage and asks, “How does marriage benefit women and men unequally?”  Social-Conflict Theorists see that society is a magnet for conflict change stemmed from the inequality within itself.  Similar to Structural Functionalism, the Social-Conflict Theory is a macro-level orientation, looking not at the individuals, but at the general trends of the society as one unit.  Social-Conflict Theorists look at the fact that men and women are not given the same responsibilities or are seen the same way in marriage.  For example, how in ages past, it was not uncommon for the woman in the marriage to be treated as a housewife with no duties but to be a housewife.  It wasn’t really natural for a wed woman to have a job outside of the home.  It notices this and asks why our society treats them differently in order to try and see what can be done to create change.


Symbolic-Interactionists would look at more than marriage verses society.  They would see marriage and ask, “What do people think marriage means?”  The Symbolic-Interaction Theory is a micro-level orientation, so it focuses more on the people’s interaction with specific situations as opposed to society in general.  Therefore it sees society as the sum of the world’s population’s realities and definitions of all that surrounds them.  It looks at marriage and wonders why men and women would use marriage as a major point in their life, why people look up to marriage, and what marriage actually is to the people.  The Symbolic-Interaction Theory explores more deeply into the minds of the people, and is therefore more useful when trying to explore why people act they way they do towards certain experiences.


These three theories of sociology can help explain the world around us.  With the knowledge gathered, we can do our best to predict how a society will generally react when unexpected circumstances arise.  No one theory is right, just as no one theory is wrong.  In order to get a better view of the world, it is necessary to use all three theories in conjunction with one another to look at a situation from as many sides as possible.  It’s like trying to view a barn while standing directly next to it.  You can only see one side at a time.  But if you step back and get a view from multiple angles, you can get a better picture of what it looks like.
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