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BSO-6   SOCIAL CHANGE AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

The course Social Change and Development tries to explain the social change and 

the development process. Social change has always been a central concern of  

sociological study. Change takes different forms. Change has its pattern which is 

spelt out by various theories. Change is often propelled by various factors. This paper 

is designed to provide some ideas to the student about such process, theories and 

factors. It also focuses on the concept of social development and indicators of social 

development. This course comprises of four Blocks with 16 Units.  Block 1 describes 

the meaning and nature of social change, meaning and features of social evolution 

and social progress. It also presents the meaning and features of the concept of social 

development. This block also discusses about the cultural, technological and 

demographic factors of social change. Block 2 deals with different theories of social 

changes like evolutionary, functionalist, conflict and cyclical theories. Block 3 

elucidates about the models of development like indicators of development and 

Capitalist, Socialist and Gandhian models of development. Block 4 explains about 

the various processes of social change in Indian context. The processes of social 

change such as sanskritisation, westernisation, modernisation and secularisation are 

also discusses in this last block.  

 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

After studying this course, you will be able to; 

 

 Derive knowledge about the meaning, nature, forms and patterns of change. 

 Get an idea about the theories that explain change and their adequacy in 

explaining so. 

 Get an impression about the factors that propel change in the society. 

 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 

This paper is expected to provide a wholesome idea to the students about the process 

of social change. They can relate their experience with the theoretical explanations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BLOCK 1 :  SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

This first Block intends to provide a clear understanding about the process of social 

change. It consists of four Units. Unit 1 speaks about the meaning and nature of 

social change. Unit 2 deals with the concepts of social evolution and social progress. 

Also it explains the meaning and features of social evolution and social progress and 

see how these terms like ‘evolution’ and ‘progress’ are different from the concept of 

‘social change. Unit 3 introduces the concept of development particularly social 

development. The meaning and features of social development are also discussed in 

Unit 3. Unit 4 describes about different factors to social change such as cultural, 

technological and demographic. 
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UNIT 1:  MEANING AND NATURE OF SOCIAL 

CHANGE 

 

STRUCTURE 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Learning Objectives 

1.3 Concept and Meaning of Social Change 

1.4 Definitions of Social Change 

1.5 Social Change: Levels, Characteristics and Sources 

1.5.1 Levels of Social Change 

1.5.2 Characteristics of Social Change 

1.5.3 Sources of social change 

1.6 Nature of Social Change 

1.7 Types of Social Change 

1.8 Relevance of Analysing Social Change 

1.9 Problems of Studying Social Change 

1.10 Limitations of Social Change 

1.11 Acceptance and Resistance to Social Change 

1.12 Social Change and the Future 

1.13 Let Us sum Up 

1.14 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys  

1.15 References 

1.1  INTRODUCTION 

 

Social change is any change that basically alters the established forms of social 

relationships, thus transforming in some measure, the social structure. It is a change 

that reflects in all aspects of social life, i.e., family, neighbourhood, play group, work 

group, religion, economic, political spheres, and leisure activities. Social change may 

be partial or total, though mostly it is partial, a change resulting from enacting a law 

prohibiting untouchability might be called a partial change in society. Social change 

can be defined as “a process by which alteration take place in the structure and 

function of a social mechanism “. Evolutions, invention of new techniques, 

adaptation of new ideas are examples of social change. Alteration, both in the 

structure and function, of a social system occur as a result of such a thing. Social 

change and development takes place in societies. The wheel of social change cannot 

be stopped. The process of social change starts when an innovation spreads in a 
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society. Social change is accepted easily in some societies, while others show 

rigidness in acceptance. 

 

1.2   LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

After studying this Unit, you would be able to: 

• know the concept and definitions of social change 

• understand what social change really means 

• identify the levels, characteristics and sources of social change 

• assess the nature and types of social change; 

• State the importance of analysing social change 

• examine the problem of studying social change and its limitations; 

• explain the acceptance and resistance to social change and its future 

 

1.3   CONCEPT AND MEANING OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

The word ‘change’ immediately brings to mind something different from yesterday 

or past. Change is the irrefutable law of nature. It may be or may not be visible but 

all things are changing at varying paces. There are changes in physical environment, 

flora and fauna, water table, so on and so forth. Similarly, social environment which 

has been created by human beings themselves is continuously in the process of 

change. A look into the history of society reveals that all social institutions such as 

family, religion, marriage, political, economic, social values and social attitudes have 

undergone a drastic change over a period of time. The social life being lived by 

human being at present during the dawn of 21
st
 century was not so about hundred or 

more years back. Permanence of human society is an illusion. Human society is in an 

ever-changing process, growing, decaying, renewing and adjusting itself to new-

found ideas, inventions and ways of living. 

 

Social change has been understood and defined in many different ways. This is due 

to differences in perceptions and perspective of the concept and variation in labeling 

weightage to the idea and nature of social change. However, it is generally agreed 

among sociologists that the focus in the discourse of social change is the aspect of 

occurrence of significant alterations in the organisation and or structure and functions 

of social life rather than the regular; short term, and predictable reoccurrences. 

 

The concept of social change was introduced by August Comte, a Frenchman, known 

as founding father of Sociology. Later on, the concept of social change was further 

refined and developed by Herbert Spencer, Karl Marx and a number of other 

sociologists. No human society is static and at the same time it is difficult to predict 

the forms and directions of social change. The reason is that the factors which cause 

social change do not remain uniform always. The population changes, expansion of 
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science and technology, ideologies and social values take on new forms, and as a 

result of that social structure, social system, and social institutions change their 

functioning. The process of industrialisation and urbanisation has changed the whole  

set of social relationships. It is quite visible that the contemporary world is not 

changing uniformly and is also manifesting complexities in social change. Slow and 

simple forms of social change may intersect with quick and intricate forms of social 

change. Migration of illiterate persons from remote rural areas to metropolitan cities 

will effect the institutions of family life in it, add to stress and strain of daily living 

due to fast pace of city life and new social values required for industrial and urban 

living. 

 

Human society is dynamic. Hence it is difficult to predict the forms and directions of 

social change. The social change agents are not uniform and with advancement of 

science and technology, ideologies and social values too change. This change in turn 

triggers changes in the functions of social structure, social system and social 

institutions. In short, the social order changes. This alteration in the social order is 

called social change. The process of industrialisation and urbanisation has changed 

the whole set of social relationships. It is quite visible that the contemporary world is 

not changing uniformly and is also manifesting complexities in social change. Slow 

and simple forms of social change may intersect with quick and intricate forms of 

social change. Migration of illiterate persons from remote areas to metropolitan cities 

will affect the institutions of family life in it, add to stress and strain of daily living 

due to fast pace of city life and new social values required for industrial and urban 

living.  

 

The concept of social transformation is very closely related to that of social change. 

Social transformation is a relatively new term that has gained some popularity in the 

recent decades in the discourse of the social sciences. In fact, social transformation is 

a radical form of social change. It is a more abrupt change of a society and/or state, 

usually with a larger scale, through agents such as revolution. The concept connotes 

the idea of a particularly deep and far-reaching change that alters the way of life of 

the people within a limited span of time. Social change is on the other hand 

essentially concerned with minor and persistent changes in the social organisation 

and/or social structure of a society such as changes brought about in the patterns of 

family, marriage, and educational institution. In the following discussion, we shall 

use social change as connoting both the persistent changes (social change) and the 

radical and abrupt changes (social transformation) unless specific mention is made. 

 

In this unit first we will understand what is meant by the word “social change”. 

Social change refers to the transformation of culture, behavior, social institutions, 

and social structure over time. We are familiar from earlier chapters with the basic 

types of society: hunting and gathering, horticultural and pastoral, agricultural, 

industrial, and postindustrial. In looking at all of these societies, we have seen how 

they differ in such dimensions as size, technology, economy, inequality, and gender 
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roles. In short, we have seen some of the ways in which societies change over time. 

Another way of saying this is that we have seen some of the ways in which societies 

change as they become more modern. To understand social change, then, we need to 

begin to understand what it means for a society to become more modern.  

 

1.4   DEFINITIONS OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

Social change has been defined in various ways. Scholars and authors have defined 

them in many different ways so that there is no one agreed definition of social 

change. Nevertheless, for our purpose we shall attempt a working definition of social 

change. Social change can broadly be defined as the significant alteration or 

modification of any social organisation and/or social structure and functions of a 

society and its various manifestations. The definition incorporates the aspects of 

significant changes in the various patterns of social relationships – social processes, 

social patterns, action and interaction – the rules of relationships and conduct 

(norms), values, symbols and cultural products. The concept of social change also 

refers to variations over time in both the material and non-material aspects of culture. 

These changes take place both from within the societies (endogenous forces) and 

from without (exogenous forces) that is brought about by external forces. 

 

Although, sociologists have been studying the process of social change for a long 

time, it is difficult to give a brief and precise definition. Social change refers to the 

process by which alterations occur in society or social relations. Social change is a 

continuous process.  From the middle of nineteenth century onwards, a large number 

of sociologists have tried to define social change.  

 

Given this variety of treatment of the concept of social change, let us now read some 

of the definitions.  

 

August Comte: Societies progress through a series of predictable stages based on 

the development of human knowledge. 

 

Anderson and Parker: Social Change involves alterations in the structure or 

functioning of social forms or processes themselves. 

 

The alteration of the “underlying structure of an object or situation over time” has 

been defined as social change by Anthony Giddens.  

 

Ginsberg, M.: By social change, I understand a change in social structure e.g. the 

size of society, the composition or balance of its parts or the type of its organisation. 

 

Koening, S.: Social change refers to the modifications which occur in the life-

patterns of people. 
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Lundberg and Others: Social change refers to any modifications in established 

patterns of inter-human relationships and standards of conduct. 

 

Kingsley Davis states that, “By Social change is meant only such alterations as occur 

in social organisation that is structure and functions of society.” 

 

M.E. Jones: Social change is a term used to describe variations in, modifications of 

any aspect of social processes, social patterns and social interactions or social 

organisations. 

 

Gillin and Gillin: Social changes are variations from the accepted modes of life; 

whether due to alteration in geographical conditions, in cultural equipment, 

composition of the population. 

 

Fairchild defines social change as a “variation or modification in any aspect of 

social process, pattern or form. It may be progressive or regressive, permanent or 

temporary, planned or unplanned, unidirectional or multidirectional”. 

 

Lundberg, Schrug and Larson have defined social change as “any observable 

difference in any social phenomena over a period of time”. 

 

Robert MacIver and Charles H. have defined social change as “changes in social 

relationship”.  

 

Wilberg F. Moray defined social change as “significant alteration in social 

structure, i.e., patterns of society including consequences and manifestation of such 

structure and body mean - norms, values, cultural products and symbols”. 

 

Mazumdar, H.T.: Social change may be defined as a new fashion or mode, either 

modifying or replacing the old, in the life of people, or in the operations of society. 

 

Merrill and Eldredge: Social change means that large numbers of persons are 

engaging in activities that differ from those which they or their immediate forefathers 

engaged in sometime before. 

 

Smelser, Neil J.: Social change is the alterations of the way societies are organized. 

 

According to George A. Lundberg, Clarence, C. Schrag and Otto N. Larsen, 

“social change is a continuous process of variation in social behaviour which is 

present in all societies, as in all other forms and manifestations of life.” It is also 

change in established patterns of social relations, or change in social values, or 

change in structures and subsystems operating in society. Social change may be 

partial or total, though mostly it is partial. 
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Sociologists have treated the concept of social change in various ways. They have 

tried to point out as to what kind of changes in a society should be considered as 

change. Its effect is felt at a large scale in different sections of society influencing the 

modes of living of individuals and their inter-relationship. Therefore it is both 

intensive and extensive. 

 

Therefore only those changes at the societal level in the structure and the values in 

the society can be termed as social change. 

 

The important features that emerge from the definitions of social change are: 

 

1) Social change is the effect of certain causes. 

2) Social change modifies social structure, social organisation and social 

functioning. 

3) It modifies the life-pattern of people. 

4) Technological and cultural changes are different from social change. 

5) Social change is reflected through social attitudes, social values and ways of 

living. 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1 

 

Note: 

I. Write your answer in the space given below. 

II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit 

 

Q.1 What is Social change? 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

 

Q.2 Can any change in society be termed as social change? 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

 

Q.3 Define Social change by M.E. Jones. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................. 

……………………………………………………………………………................ 
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1.5   SOCIAL CHANGE: LEVELS, CHARACTERISTICS AND 

SOURCES 

 

1.5.1 Levels of Social Change 

 

There are two levels of social change (1) Macro Level and (2) Micro Level. Macro 

level changes are changes that occur in the larger human collective at the global level 

and national level are called macro level changes. On the other hand, changes that 

occur in the family and village level are micro level changes. These levels of changes 

are not isolated from each other and influence each other. Social worker programmes 

and activities produce change at the micro level. 

 

1.5.2 Characteristics of Social Change 

 

However, the sociologists view the concept of social change differently, they agree 

on the following.  

 Change is in reference to time. It means that the social situation before a point 

of time is different from the social situation after that point of time. 

 

 Every society and social situation undergoes change over time. Social change 

is a reality. 

 

 Since the various components of a society are interrelated, change in any one 

component brings about change in other components.  

 

 Change is often a result of many factors; this is because the components of 

the society are interrelated. 

 

According to Moore, social change in contemporary societies, have the following 

characteristics: 

 

For any society or culture rapid change occurs frequently or constantly. 

 

Changes are neither temporally and spatially isolated, that is, changes occur in 

sequential chains rather than as temporary crisis followed by quiet periods of 

reconstructions and the consequences tend to reverberate through entire regions or 

virtually the entire world. 

 

Thus because contemporary change is probable everywhere and its consequences 

may be significant everywhere it has a dual basis. 
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The proportion of contemporary change that either is planned or issues from the 

secondary consequences of deliberate innovations is much higher than in former 

times.  

 

Accordingly, the range of material technology and social strategies is expanding 

rapidly and the net effect is additive or cumulative despite the relative obsolescence 

of some procedures.  

 

The normal occurrence of change affects a wider range of individual experience and 

functional aspects of societies in the modern world —not because such societies are 

in all respects more integrated but because virtually no feature of life is exempt from 

the expectation or normality of change. 

 

1.5.3 Sources of Social Change 

Sources of change are divided into endogamous and exogamous.. Endogamous 

sources of change are sources which are found within the society while exogamous 

sources of change are from outside the society. Examples of endogamous sources of 

change are innovation, migration, social movements, while exogamous changes are 

by technology transfers, from foreign countries invasions and interaction between 

different societies. 

 

Most countries in the world have made significant borrowings in the last four 

hundred years from the western countries. Enlightenment in Europe brought the end 

of the medieval period and the beginning of the modern period. This period saw the 

growth of rationality and science and the decline of religious dogma. The application 

of rationality in brought about advancement in science and technology.  

 

Capitalism and consequently the search for new markets started the colonization 

process and by the nineteenth century, most areas of the globe were under the rule of 

the colonial powers—Britain, US, Germany, France Holland. These colonial powers 

imposed the modern values and technology on their colonies. The colonial countries 

got modern values through their colonial powers. Since the process was forced rather 

than voluntarily, it is a major source of many problems. Problem related to religious, 

tribal and ethnic issues could be traced to the policies of colonial government policy. 

The British policy of divide and rule and partition of the India is an example of the 

problems created by colonization.  

 

However the process of modernization is not accepted uncritically and 

enthusiastically by traditional societies. Blumer points out five ways in which a 

traditional society can respond to the process of modernization. 
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1.6   NATURE OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

The term social change refers to any alteration in the social structure; or it may mean 

a change of the structure itself. It may mean change in the process in terms of place, 

time or context. The synonymous words for the term “change” in sociology are 

development, evolution etc. Each of these terms has a specific meaning in sociology 

in terms of context under which these terms are used. However, all these terms have 

common meaning which relate to the notion of change. 

 

Since the term change implies alteration of the item under consideration, it may be 

either in part or whole, but without any implication whether the change is for the 

better or for the worse. The term is wholly neutral. Secondly, the change that takes 

place is relative to space and time and it does not indicate any direction for the better 

or for the worse. If we may more deeply consider the phenomenon of change we can 

find that it does not assure any continuity and may affect the whole structure on only 

part of the item. 

 

Pooja Mondal explains the nature of social change in detail. 

 

Social change is a universal process evident in every type of society, whether simple 

or complex. The components of society like population, technology, ideologies and 

values undergo changes at varying rate from society to society. 

The speed of social change is also not uniform. The rate at which social change takes 

place differs from society to society. The reason for this could be due to the uneven 

presence of technology, as change in urban and industrial society takes place at a 

faster rate than rural societies. 

 

Social change is a community change. The change that takes place in the life of an 

individual does not constitute ‘social’ change in itself. To be a social change, the 

change needs to be felt by the community. Social change is essential. Change is 

naturally desired by people to satisfy their ever changing needs. Hence social change 

becomes a necessity. 

 

Definite prediction of social change is not possible. There is no law which determine 

the nature in which change ought to take place. Hence, it becomes difficult to make 

any prediction regarding how the change will occur. 

 

Social change results from the interaction of a number of factors. Social phenomena 

are interdependent. No change could take place in isolation. Changes in one area, 

like in technology produce changes in the economic life; changes in economic 

development bring changes in the environmental conditions as well. 
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Social change shows chain-reaction sequence. Social change takes place in a 

sequential manner. Change in one aspect of society produce changes in other aspects 

of society, showing the interrelation between different parts of society.  

 

Social changes also imply modification or replacement. Social change refers to 

modification of physical goods or social relationships. Mondal gave the following 

example. The form of breakfast food has changed. Though the same basic materials 

like eggs, corn, wheat are still eaten, yet their forms changed into ready-to-eat-

cornflakes, breads, omelettes.   

 

Another example is regarding the form of social relationship. The old authoritarian 

family has become the small equalitarian family, the one room school has become a 

centralized school. Ideas about women’s rights, religion, government and 

coeducation stand modified today. 

 

1.7   TYPES OF SOCIAL CHANGE  

 

In whatever forms social change may occur, they have certain attributes. Based upon 

different attributes such as magnitude, time span, direction, rate of change, social 

change can be classified into the following types: 

 

 Based on magnitude:  

 

Large scale changes are those where all major structural relations, basic 

institutions and prevailing value systems have been transformed. The 

functionalists hold such change as social change. Small scale changes are 

those that scarcely change the basic social structure, and roles. They lead to 

inner adjustments within the system. 

 

 Based on time span:  

 

Change is a continuous process. Social occurrences may produce short term 

and long term effects. Over a short period of time, it may produce certain 

effects. The immediate effects usually last for a shorter period of time. Such 

changes can be termed as short term changes. These short term immediate 

changes may go on to produce effects that may be long lasting. These are the 

long term effects. Usually, long term changes are also large scale changes. 

 

For example : the Family Welfare Programme of the Government of India, 

launched in 1951 and revised in each Five Year Plan has produced immediate 

results in each Five Year Plan period. A certain decrease in the birth rate in 

the Five Year Plan period has been registered. This is short term change. But 

this change is generating a chain of other related changes which we can term 


