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What is conflict theory

Conflict Theory Perspective: A Macro-Level Analysis The squalid conditions, utter disregard for cleanliness and health, and sheer scale of this urban district, home to tens of thousands of people, defy all logic and common sense. This is not some distant third-world city, but rather the heart of England's second-largest city and the world's first
manufacturing hub. Add to this the long working hours, exploitation of child labor, and exposure to hazardous chemicals and extreme temperatures, it's no wonder that Marx and Engels dubbed capitalism a "dictatorship of the bourgeoisie." Figure 2: Karl Marx (left) and Friedrich Engels (right), who analyzed power imbalances between the haves and
have-nots. For Marx, our labor defines us as human beings. Historically, he argued that there was some common humanity in pre-industrial, smaller-scale production modes like guild communities and workshops, where workers had a connection to their products. However, with the rise of industrialization and capitalism, workers now labor solely for
wages, without any genuine connection to the product or process. Marx described modern society as one of alienation, where individuals are disconnected from their work, society, and sense of self. He identified four types of alienation: first, being disconnected from the product of one's labor; second, being disconnected from the process of one's
labor; third, being disconnected from other people; and fourth, being disconnected from oneself. Under capitalist systems like Burger King's, employees have little to no control over their work, similar to Ford assembly line workers who cannot change car design features without permission from factory owners. Workers are pitted against each other
in competition for time slots, bonuses, and job security, even outside of work hours. As Marx noted, once wages are earned, workers face exploitation from landlords, shopkeepers, and pawnbrokers. This constant struggle leads to a loss of identity and purpose among laborers. The concept of alienation has been explored in various forms of political
writing, with one notable piece being Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' The Communist Manifesto (1848). To gain insight into this influential work, visit Marxists.org to read the original document that sparked global revolutions. Consider how workers are disconnected from their work and products, and apply these principles to education for students.
Think about using Marx's theory to explain a current event like the Occupy movement. Does his argument still hold up today? Key terms include alienation (a person's separation from society and self), bourgeoisie (those who own production means), capitalism (economy organized by private owners), class consciousness (awareness of social status),
false consciousness (ideology opposing one's best interests), and proletariat (laborers). Perspectives in sociology and political philosophy have evolved, with theories like conflict theory, critical theory, and structural functionalism shaping our understanding. Conflict theories in sociology and politics propose that individuals and groups interact based
on conflict rather than consensus. These theories examine power dynamics, historical materialism, and social psychology to understand how societies are shaped by power structures and movements. They often highlight power imbalances, such as class conflict or a conflict continuum. Prominent thinkers associated with conflict theories include Karl
Marx, Georg Simmel, and Plato. Conflict theory does not represent a unified school of thought but rather a collection of ideas that aim to challenge traditional ideologies. The concept has its roots in early sociologists like Ludwig Gumplowicz and Georg Simmel's work on social change. Conflict theory was a prominent approach in early sociology,
developed independently by Austrian sociologist Rudolf Goldschmidt (1854-1932) and American sociologist Lester F. Ward (1841-1913), yet sharing commonalities with other thinkers such as Gumplowicz and Max Weber. While differing from Marx's sole focus on economic factors, Gumplowicz's work in Grundriss der Soziologie outlined how
civilization is shaped by conflict between cultures and ethnic groups, positing that complex societies emerge from war and conquest, leading to the enslavement of losers and eventual caste system development. Horowitz notes that Gumplowicz comprehensively understood conflict, encompassing class, race, and ethnic conflicts. He is regarded as one
of the pioneers of conflict theory. Similarly, other influential thinkers like Max Weber, Karl Marx, and Emile Durkheim contributed to the field. Weber emphasized individual agency in social action, whereas Marx focused on the impact of social structure on behavior. However, Durkheim opposed conflict theory, instead viewing society as a cohesive
system with a functioning collective conscience that defines certain acts as criminal. He saw crime as an integral part of healthy societies and a factor in their evolution. Societies often overlooked how capitalism influenced their very fabric, similar to how individuals take private property for granted. Many people in capitalist societies view wealth as
a result of hard work and education, while labeling poverty as a lack of skill or initiative. Karl Marx countered this mindset, identifying it as "false consciousness" - a distraction created by the ruling class to conceal the inherent exploitation between the proletariat and the elite. He sought to replace this false sense of reality with "class consciousness,"
where workers acknowledge their unity against capitalists and ultimately, the capitalist system itself. In essence, Marx wanted the working class to rise up against the wealthy and overthrow the capitalist system. Marx noted that history is filled with examples of class struggles: free men vs. slaves, patricians vs. plebeians, lords vs. serfs, guild-masters
vs. journeymen - essentially oppressors vs. oppressed, constantly at odds in a perpetual struggle that either leads to revolutionary change or mutual destruction. Meanwhile, Lester Frank Ward directly challenged the laissez-faire philosophy promoted by Herbert Spencer with his "Dynamic Sociology" (1883), which aimed to reduce conflict and
optimize human progress by understanding societal forces. Unlike Marx, Ward was more optimistic, believing it's possible to reform existing social structures through sociological analysis. C. Wright Mills is often regarded as the founder of modern conflict theory, suggesting that social structures are created through conflicts between people with
different interests and resources. These structures, in turn, influence individuals and resources unevenly, leading to an unequal distribution of power and resources within society. Mills identified the American "power elite" - encompassing the corporate elite, Pentagon, and executive branch - as having opposing interests to those of the general public,
leading him to theorize that their policies serve only a select few rather than the masses. Nonviolent struggle expert Gene Sharp warned that unchecked power could lead to devastating consequences, including nuclear war. As a professor emeritus of political science at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth, Sharp founded the Albert Einstein
Institution to promote nonviolent action worldwide. He believed that political power stems from the obedience of subjects rather than inherent qualities of those in power. His ideas have influenced anti-government movements globally, including protests that toppled leaders like President Mubarak of Egypt and shaped the youth movements in Tunisia
and Eastern Europe. A conflict theory framework by Canadian sociologist Alan Sears proposes that societies are defined by inequality, which produces conflict rather than order. This conflict can only be resolved through a fundamental transformation of societal relations. The disadvantaged have inherent interests that run counter to the status quo,
making them agents of change. Sharp's work highlights the importance of human potential, creativity, and transforming society to realize these qualities. Their discussions actually reinforce social hierarchy rather than challenge it. The state prioritizes the interests of the powerful while claiming to represent everyone's interests, creating an illusion of
inclusivity. Representation can be a tool for tokenizing marginalized groups, further entrenching inequality. Global systems perpetuate underdevelopment in Third World countries through colonialism and post-independence policies, benefiting powerful nations and corporations over the subjects of development. Conflict theory is rooted in three
assumptions: humans are self-interested, societies face perpetual scarcity, and conflict is inevitable within and between social groups. While often linked to Marxism, it also informs feminist, postmodernist, anti-racist, and queer theories. Given text here John Scott Irving, 2007, pg 59 ©~ "Communicating Ideas: The Politics of Scholarly Publishing",
Irving Louis Horowitz, 1986, pg 281 © "Outlines of Sociology", pg 196 ©™ Bourricaud, F. 'The Sociology of Talcott Parsons' Chicago University Press. ISBN 0-226-06756-4. p. 94 ~ Durkheim, E. (1938). The Rules of Sociological Method. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. p. 67. ~ Durkheim, (1938), pp. 70-81. © Livesay, C. Social Inequality:
Theories: Weber. Sociology Central. A-Level Sociology Teaching Notes. Retrieved on: 2010-06-20. ~ Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, introduction by Martin Malia (New York: Penguin Group, 1998), pg. 35 ISBN 0-451-52710-0 ™ "Transforming Leadership", James MacGregor Burns, 2004, pg 189 © "German Realpolitik and American
Sociology: an Inquiry Into the Sources and Political Significance of the Sociology of Conflict", James Alfred Aho, 1975, ch. 6 'Lester F. Ward's Sociology of Conflict' ©~ a b ¢ Knapp, P. (1994). One World - Many Worlds: Contemporary Sociological Theory (2nd Ed.). Harpercollins College Div, pp. 228-246. Online summary ISBN 978-0-06-501218-7 ©
"Gene Sharp: Author of the nonviolent revolution rulebook". BBC News. 21 February 2011. ~ Gene Sharp biography at Albert Einstein Institution web site. Archived 12 January 2010 at the Wayback Machine ~ Weber, Thomas (2004). Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. ISBN 9780511264184.[page needed] ©~ "Shy
U.S. Intellectual Created Playbook Used in a Revolution". The New York Times. 16 February 2011. ©~ Sears, Alan. (2008) A Good Book, In Theory: A Guide to Theoretical Thinking. North York: Higher Education University of Toronto Press, pg. 34-6, ISBN 1-55111-536-0. ©~ Sears, pg. 36. ©~ Hamon, Raeann R. "Conflict Theory." Encyclopedia of Family
Studies (2016): 1-5. ©~ a b ¢ Macionis, J., and Gerber, L. (2010). Sociology, 7th edition ©~ Stolley, Kathy S. (2005). The Basics of Sociology. Greenwood Publishing Group. p. 27. Library resources about Conflict theories Resources in your library Stark, Rodney (2007). Sociology (10th ed.). Thomson Higher Education. ISBN 978-0-495-09344-2. Lenski,
Gerhard E. (1966). Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratificaion. McGraw-Hill. ISBN 978-0-07-037165-1. Collins, Randall (1994). Four Sociological Traditions: Selected Readings. Oxford University Press. ISBN 978-0-19-508702-4. Thio, Alex (2008). Sociology: A Brief Introduction (7th ed.). Pearson. ISBN 978-0-205-40785-9. Theory of
cooperation The core tenets of conflict theories originated with Karl Marx's pioneering work in the 19th century. A German philosopher and economist, Marx identified two primary classes: the bourgeoisie, who controlled production, and the proletariat, the working class forced to sell their labor cheaply. This fundamental disparity led to exploitation,
as the bourgeoisie profited from underpaying workers while maintaining power. Marx's theory posited that these opposing interests would inevitably result in revolution, where the working class would overthrow capitalism and establish a society free of social classes. Subsequent sociologists built upon Marx's ideas, expanding conflict theory to
encompass various forms of social inequality. Max Weber, a German sociologist, introduced a more comprehensive understanding of social stratification by incorporating non-economic factors like race, ethnicity, gender, and religion into his concept of "status groups." Additionally, Weber emphasized the significance of "party," referring to organized
groups that aim to influence power through politics. A central element of conflict theories is the dynamic between power and authority in sustaining social inequalities. Power enables individuals or groups to achieve their objectives despite opposition, while authority legitimates the use of power. Conflict theorists argue that power is not evenly
distributed within society; those in dominant positions exploit their power to maintain privileges and suppress dissenters. Institutions like the law, education system, and family often serve as instruments for preserving existing power structures, exemplified by laws favoring property rights and educational systems reinforcing social hierarchies. This
unequal power distribution causes groups to clash with one another, leading to social tensions and changes as marginalized groups seek to challenge the systems that oppress them. Social conflict plays a vital role in shaping societies over time. Another key application of conflict theory comes from feminist scholars who use it to examine gender
inequality. Feminist conflict theory looks at how patriarchal structures keep men on top in areas like politics, business, and family dynamics. Sociologists argue that just as the working class is exploited by the wealthy, women are oppressed by men. They point out how traditional roles and expectations hold women back from accessing resources,
power, and opportunities. Feminist conflict theory also studies how factors like race, class, and sexuality mix together to make different groups of women face varying levels of oppression. This theory has had a significant impact on discussions around social change, particularly in pushing for gender equality and challenging sexism within institutions.
It emphasizes the need to address systemic inequalities to create a more fair society.
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