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First of all, thank you for choosing this
book. This book is just an introduction to the process of social
change, theories, its causes and effects on Pakistani society. I
have taught an introductory course ‘Social Change and Development
in Pakistan’ in university classes. This book is a collection of
handouts that I prepared as course material to facilitate my
students. I hope this collection would help the reader to
understand the phenomenon of social change.

 



 Chapter
1

Social Change

 


Social change, in sociology, the alteration
of mechanisms within the social structure, characterized by changes
in cultural symbols, rules of behaviour, social organizations, or
value systems. It is simply defined as shifts in the attitudes and
behavior that characterize a society.

Social change may refer to the notion of
social progress or sociocultural evolution, the philosophical idea
that society moves forward by evolutionary means. It may refer to a
paradigmatic change in the socio-economic structure, for instance,
the transition from feudalism to capitalism, or hypothetical future
transition to some form of post-capitalism.

Accordingly, it may also refer to social
revolution, such as the Socialist revolution presented in Marxism,
or to other social movements, such as Women's suffrage or the Civil
rights movement. Social change may be driven through cultural,
religious, economic, scientific, or technological forces.

Some sociological models created analogies
between social change and the West’s technological progress. In the
mid-20th century, anthropologists borrowed from the linguistic
theory of structuralism to elaborate an approach to social change
called structural functionalism. This theory postulated the
existence of certain basic institutions (including kinship
relations and division of labour) that determine social behaviour.
Because of their interrelated nature, a change in one institution
will affect other institutions.

Various theoretical schools emphasize
different aspects of change. Marxist theory suggests that changes
in modes of production can lead to changes in class systems, which
can prompt other new forms of change or incite class conflict. A
different view is conflict theory, which operates on a broad base
that includes all institutions. The focus is not only on the purely
divisive aspects of conflict, because conflict, while inevitable,
also brings about changes that promote social integration. Taking
yet another approach, the structural-functional theory emphasizes
the integrating forces in society that ultimately minimize
instability.

Social change can evolve from several
different sources, including contact with other societies
(diffusion), changes in the ecosystem (which can cause the loss of
natural resources or widespread disease), technological change
(epitomized by the Industrial Revolution, which created a new
social group, the urban proletariat), and population growth and
other demographic variables. Social change is also spurred by
ideological, economic, and political movements.

The Changing Social Order

Social change in the broadest sense is any
change in social relations. Viewed this way, social change is an
ever-present phenomenon in any society. A distinction is sometimes
made then between processes of change within the social structure,
which serve in part to maintain the structure, and processes that
modify the structure (societal change).

The specific meaning of social change
depends first on the social entity considered. Changes in a small
group may be important on the level of that group itself but
negligible on the level of the larger society. Similarly, the
observation of social change depends on the time span studied; most
short-term changes are negligible when examined in the long run.
Small-scale and short-term changes are characteristic of human
societies because customs and norms change, new techniques and
technologies are invented, environmental changes spur new
adaptations, and conflicts result in redistributions of power.

This universal human potential for social
change has a biological basis. It is rooted in the flexibility and
adaptability of the human species—the near absence of biologically
fixed action patterns (instincts) on the one hand and the enormous
capacity for learning, symbolizing and creating on the other hand.
The human constitution makes possible changes that are not
biologically (that is to say, genetically) determined. Social
change, in other words, is possible only by virtue of the
biological characteristics of the human species, but the nature of
the actual changes cannot be reduced to these species' traits.

Historical background

Several ideas of social change have been
developed in various cultures and historical periods. Three may be
distinguished as the most basic:

1. The idea of decline or degeneration, or,
in religious terms, the fall from an original state of grace

2. The idea of cyclic change, a pattern of
subsequent and recurring phases of growth and decline

3. The idea of continuous progress.

These three ideas were already prominent in
Greek and Roman antiquity and have characterized Western social
thought since that time. The concept of progress, however, has
become the most influential idea, especially since the
Enlightenment movement of the 17th and 18th centuries. Social
thinkers such as Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot and the marquis de
Condorcet in France and Adam Smith and John Millar in Scotland
advanced theories on the progress of human knowledge and
technology.

Progress was also the key idea in
19th-century theories of social evolution, and evolutionism was the
common core shared by the most influential social theories of that
century. Evolutionism implied that humans progressed along one line
of development that this development was predetermined and
inevitable, since it corresponded to definite laws, that some
societies were more advanced in this development than were others,
and that Western society was the most advanced of these and
therefore indicated the future of the rest of the world’s
population. This line of thought has since been disputed and
disproved.

Following a different approach, French
philosopher Auguste Comte advanced a “law of three stages,”
according to which human societies progress from a theological
stage, which is dominated by religion, through a metaphysical
stage, in which abstract speculative thinking is most prominent,
and onward toward a positivist stage, in which empirically-based
scientific theories prevail.

The most encompassing theory of social
evolution was developed by Herbert Spencer, who, unlike Comte,
linked social evolution to biological evolution. According to
Spencer, biological organisms and human societies follow the same
universal, natural evolutionary law: “a change from a state of
relatively indefinite, incoherent, homogeneity to a state of
relatively definite, coherent, heterogeneity.” In other words, as
societies grow in size, they become more complex; their parts
differentiate, specialize in different functions, and become,
consequently, more interdependent.

Evolutionary thought also dominated the new
field of social and cultural anthropology in the second half of the
19th century. Anthropologists such as Sir Edward Burnett Tylor and
Lewis Henry Morgan classified contemporary societies on an
evolutionary scale. Tylor postulated an evolution of religious
ideas from animism through polytheism to monotheism. Morgan ranked
societies from “savage” through “barbarian” to “civilized” and
classified them according to their levels of technology or sources
of subsistence, which he connected with the kinship system. He
assumed that monogamy was preceded by polygamy and patrilineal
descent by matrilineal descent.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels too were
highly influenced by evolutionary ideas. The Marxian distinctions
between primitive communism, the Asiatic mode of production,
ancient slavery, feudalism, capitalism, and future socialism may be
interpreted as a list of stages in one evolutionary development
(although the Asiatic mode does not fit well in this scheme). Marx
and Engels were impressed by Morgan’s anthropological theory of
evolution, which became evident in Engels’s book The Origin of the
Family, Private Property, and the State (1884).

The originality of the Marxian theory of
social development lay in its combination of dialectics and
gradualism. In Marx’s view, social development was a dialectical
process: the transition from one stage to another took place
through a revolutionary transformation, which was preceded by the
increased deterioration of society and intensified class struggle.
Underlying this discontinuous development was the more gradual
development of the forces of production (technology and
organization of labour).

Marx was also influenced by the
countercurrent of Romanticism, which was opposed to the idea of
progress. This influence was evident in Marx’s notion of
alienation, a consequence of social development that causes people
to become distanced from the social forces that they had produced
by their own activities. Romantic counter-progressivism was,
however, much stronger in the work of later 19th-century social
theorists such as German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies. He
distinguished between the community (Gemeinschaft), in which people
were bound together by common traditions and ties of affection and
solidarity, and the society (Gesellschaft), in which social
relations had become contractual, rational, and non-emotional.

Émile Durkheim and Max Weber, sociologists
who began their careers at the end of the 19th century, showed
ambivalence toward the ideas of progress. Durkheim regarded the
increasing division of labour as a basic process, rooted in modern
individualism that could lead to “anomie,” or lack of moral norms.
Weber rejected evolutionism by arguing that the development of
Western society was quite different from that of other
civilizations and therefore historically unique. The West was
characterized, according to Weber, by a peculiar type of
rationality that had brought about modern capitalism, modern
science, and rational law but that also created, on the negative
side, a “disenchantment of the world” and increasing
bureaucratization.

The work of Durkheim, Weber, and other
social theorists around the turn of the century marked a transition
from evolutionism toward more static theories. Evolutionary
theories were criticized on empirical grounds—they could be refuted
by a growing mass of research findings—and because of their
determinism and Western-centred optimism. Theories of cyclic change
that denied long-term progress gained popularity in the first half
of the 20th century. These included the theory of the Italian
economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto on the “circulation of
elites” and those of Oswald Spengler and Arnold Toynbee on the life
cycle of civilizations. In the 1930s and ’40s, Harvard professor
Pitirim Sorokin developed a cyclic theory of cultural change in the
West, describing repetitions of change from the ideational to the
idealistic and sensate and back again.

Although the interest in long-term social
change never disappeared, it faded into the background, especially
when, from the 1920s until the 1950s, functionalism, emphasizing an
interdependent social system, became the dominant paradigm both in
anthropology and in sociology. “Social evolution” was substituted
for the more general and neutral concept of “social change.”

The study of long-term social change revived
in the 1950s and continued to develop through the 1960s and ’70s.
Neo-evolutionist theories were proclaimed by several
anthropologists, including Ralph Linton, Leslie A. White, Julian H.
Steward, Marshall D. Sahlins, and Elman Rogers Service. These
authors held to the idea of social evolution as a long-term
development that is both patterned and cumulative. Unlike
19th-century evolutionism, neo-evolutionism does not assume that
all societies go through the same stages of development. Instead,
much attention is paid to variations between societies as well as
to relations of influence among them. The latter concept has come
to be known by the term acculturation. Also, social evolution is
not regarded as predetermined or inevitable but is understood in
terms of probabilities. Finally
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