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� Social change – shift in 
characteristics of culture and 
societies over time.
� Re: Four Social Revolutions –

domestication, agriculture, 
industrial, information

� Change to industrial needed a 
change from Gemeinschaft to 
Gesellschaft

How Social Change 
Transforms Social Life
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• Different sociologists’ explanations:
– Marx –

• Capitalism caused feudal / agricultural societies to break 
up

• Owners of means of production dictated conditions

– Weber –
• Religion led to modernization through Protestant Ethic, 

industrialization

• Social movements today cross international 
boundaries.

Why Social Change?
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� Theories of Cultural Evolution –
progress toward higher state
� Unilinear theories – all societies follow one 

path of development (simple to complex)
� Multilinear theories – different routes lead to 

similar development stages
� Natural Cycles

� Toynbee – the biggest societies are 
naturally unstable

� Spengler – is Western civilization on the 
wane? 
� Modern crises throw idea of “progress” into 

question.

Theories and Processes 
of Social Change
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� Ogburn’s Theory – three 
processes of social change
� Invention – either material or social
� Discovery – new ways of seeing 

things

� Diffusion – spread of inventions / 
discoveries / ideas

� Cultural Lag – some elements of a 
culture adapt to an invention / 
discovery faster than others

Theories and Processes 
of Social Change
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• There are many causes of social change:
– Diffusion
– Acculturation
– Revolution

– Ethnogenesis / ethnocide
– Economic / cultural colonialism
– Globalization

Agents of Social Change
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• When a new thing is 
accepted from another 
culture.  

– Is selective, not 
automatic.

– Often altered by the 
receiving culture.

– Ex.: Chinese to 
Japanese diffusion

Diffusion
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• When a smaller 
culture is forced to 
adapt elements from 
a larger culture

– A colonized society 
goes through much 
acculturation when it 
is conquered

– Ex.: Maya in colonial 
Guatemala

Acculturation
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• Replacement of a society's rulers & political 
system by its citizens

– Drastic, rapid, sometimes violent 
– State societies with distinct ruling elite.
– Ex. American Revolution

Revolution



Copyright © Allyn & Bacon 2006 10

Social Change:  Technology, Social Movements, and t he Environment

• Ethnogenesis - the 
creation of new cultures

• Ethnocide - the 
destruction of cultural 
identity

• Colonialism –
– Cultural – type of diffusion 

from more to less powerful 
culture

– Economic – spreading 
cultural influence through 
economic means

Other Agents of Social Change
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• Spread of cultural 
features around the 
world.

• Minimizes cultural 
diversity (the 
“McDonaldization” of 
the world ), but does 
not eliminate it.

Globalization
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• An effect of globalization
• Reasons?

– Economic change
– Join family abroad
– Education

• Changing demographics in 
countries

– Ex.: Latinos in rural South
• 2.4M Latino immigrants in South (2005)

– Is this a new thing?
• Know-Nothings fought 19th century 

immigrants

Immigration
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• Traditional societies (the 
fourth world ) often are 
assimilated, acculturated 
or exterminated.
– Ex.: Indian schools

• But many find ways to 
adapt, or fight assimilation
– Ex.: Elijah Harper

Indigenous Peoples and Social Change

Copyright © Allyn & Bacon 2006 14

Social Change:  Technology, Social Movements, and t he Environment

� Technology – both tools and 
skills / procedures to use them
� Artificial means of extending 

human abilities
� All societies have technology…

� But is chief characteristic of 
postindustrial societies

� Extends our abilities to do 
everything

How Technology Changes Society
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� Computers  - an important new modern 
technology
� Positive – changes medicine, education, 

workplace
� Negative – increases depersonalization, 

intrusion into privacy

� Used in all facets of our society
� Information superhighway – connects 

homes, businesses to volumes of 
information

� Many persons, countries are still 
technology “have-nots”

The Cutting Edge of Change:
Computers
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� Social Movements - People reacting to social 
change
� Proactive Social Movements promote social 

change, react to the “intolerable”
� Reactive Social Movements, instead, resist 

change, react to the “threatening”
� Social Movement Organizations – developed to 

further movement goals

� Ex.: National Organization for Women, Stop-ERA –
reactions to feminist movement (1970s)

� Zald – cultural crises can lead to wave of social 
movements

Social Movements as a 
Source of Social Change
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� Aberle’s four broad categories of social movements –
� Alternative – try to change parts of a person (ex.: Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union)
� Redemptive – try to change the total person (ex.: 

fundamentalist religious movements)
� Reformative – try to change parts of a society (Ex.: animal 

rights movement)
� Transformative – try to change the entire social order with 

their own ideal (Ex.: American revolution)
� There are also global social movements on a partial 

(Transnational) or total (Metaformative) scale

Social Movements as a 
Source of Social Change
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Figure 15.2 - Types of Social Movements.  Page 417
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� Propaganda - Presentation 
of information that distorts 
reality
� Used to influence public 

opinion
� Mass media important in 

social movements
� Those in control of it will give 

their ideas more sympathetic 
coverage

Propaganda and 
the Mass Media


