Explanations of Social Change

Society is constantly changing and social scientists are absolutely fascinated with social change. Social change refers to changes in the way society is organized, the beliefs, and/or practices of the people who live in that society. There is no doubt that every aspect of life, be it social, political, or economic, will change in your lifetime. 

Some changes can be predicted or observed, such as population growth; other changes cannot be predicted. Examples of unpredictable changes are: How will the increase in common law relationships affect marriage? Will organized religion participation grow or decline? Answers to such questions are very difficult to determine. Social scientists try to make sense of the nature of social change.
THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL QUESTIONS 

Anthropologists examine changes in cultures. Anthropologists would argue that change is gradual and that culture does not change suddenly unless it has been completely destroyed by another culture. When anthropologists examine cultural change they try to recognize what factors made that culture change. Anthropologists have decided that there are three concepts that create cultural change. They are: 

· Invention - meaning new products and ideas that change the way people live. For example, email has changed the way people communicate with each other. 

· Discovery - meaning the finding of something that was unknown to a culture. For example, the discovery that smoking can lead to lung cancer. 

· Diffusion - meaning the spreading of products and ideas from one culture to another. For example, the spread of different herbal remedies and treatments from one culture to another. Diffusion can sometimes bombard a culture to the point where it overpowers that culture. The English language is an example of diffusion that threatened the French culture of Quebec. Politicians in the province responded with Quebec’s language laws which are an attempt to protect French culture.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL QUESTIONS 

Psychologists focus their attention on people’s attitudes and behaviours. Psychologists try to investigate the relationship between attitudes and behaviours, that is, what people think (attitude) and what they do (behaviours). Psychologists’ ultimate goal is to find out if it is necessary to change individuals’ attitudes before their behaviour can be changed. It has been discovered that it is very hard to change people’s attitudes and behaviours. Psychologists have conducted research that examines the role of family, friends, and media in changing a person’s attitudes.
The most notable theory of attitude change is called the cognitive dissonance theory, which states that people try to avoid conflicts between what they think and what they do. For example, suppose you smoke, but you also believe that smoking causes lung cancer. You are experiencing dissonance because what you do (behaviour – smoking) conflicts with what you think (attitude – causing cancer). You may avoid smoking in front of family because they oppose smoking. If a friend who is a smoker gets lung cancer, your dissonance will increase. Your inner conflict between your attitude and behaviour will mount. Psychologists suggest that there are only two things that can be done to lower dissonance. One is that you change your behaviour so it is consistent with your attitude (you stop smoking), and the other is that you reinforce your attitude (you tell yourself cancer will never happen to you).
THE SOCIOLOGICAL QUESTIONS 

Sociologists examine massive shifts in the behaviours and attitudes of groups and whole societies. They try to evaluate if social change is patterned and predictable, or if it is irregular and unpredictable. 

Sociologists argue that people tend to behave according to societal norms. Norms are usual types of behaviour. Sociologists believe that social change can be observable patterns of behaviour over time. Sociologists tend to use four aspects when examining change. 

· Direction of Change - is it positive or negative change? And who decides that it is positive or negative? Sociologists take into consideration opinions. 

· Rate of Change - is it a slow, moderate, or fast change - over a short, or long period of time? 

· Sources - what factors are behind the influences of change? The factors may be exogenous (pressures from another society) or endogenous (pressures from within society itself). 

· Controllability - sociologists are interested in how social change can be controlled. 

