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Social change is fact of our time, perhaps even a fact of all times.  There are those who believe that change is the fundamental reality.  Heraclitus, an ancient Greek philosopher, famously said, “You cannot step into the same river twice.”  The river is different, and you are different, moment to moment.  So everything in the world is in continuous motion, no doubt.

At another level, however, it seems that some things do stay the same, or at least we think of them as the same thing, moment to moment.  It is the same river in many ways.  It has the same name, the same course, the same banks, the same springs, year after year, perhaps for centuries.  We also say, “I stepped in the river yesterday.”  And who is the “I” unless we think of ourselves as the same person day to day?  Different to some extent, yes, because we are changed by all experience, but also the same in many ways.  Everything does not change at each instant.

A French intellectual in the second half of the 19th century, Auguste Comte, used these observations to define a new social science, what we think of today as sociology.  Sociology is the study of humans in groups—families, work groups, communities and societies.  Comte proposed that sociology be divided into two main branches – social statics and social dynamics.  Social statics would study the persistent characteristics of groups and societies, those things that lasted for some time.  Social dynamics would study how those characteristics changed over time.  He observed the same thing about societies that we observed about people and rivers.  Societies have persistent qualities even when the people in the society are replaced with a completely different people.  The United States is fundamentally the same country, in many ways, as it was 100 years ago, even though almost everyone who lived in the country at that time is now gone.  At the same time, no one doubts that the United States is a very different country from what it was 100 years as well.
So you would think that sociologists would divide their time more or less evenly between these two branches of their discipline—asking the questions 1) how societies maintain their identity and stability over long periods of time and yet 2) how they still change over time as well.  But modern sociology does not divide its time evenly.  Almost all sociological research is about social statics, the modern term for which is social structure, and almost none is about social dynamics, what we now call social change.  Just look at the table of contents of the Introduction to Sociology by Richard Applebaum and others, the introductory text that comes up first on both Barnes & Noble and Amazon in September 2009 –
Chapter 1: What is Sociology?
Chapter 2: Asking and Answering Sociological Questions
Chapter 3: Culture and Society
Chapter 4: Socialization and the Life Cycle
Chapter 5: Social Interaction and Everyday Life
Chapter 6: Conformity, Deviance, and Crime
Chapter 7: Stratification, Class, and Inequality
Chapter 8: Gender Inequality
Chapter 9: Ethnicity and Race
Chapter 10: The Rise of Modern Organizations
Chapter 11: Government, Political Power, and War
Chapter 12: Work and Economic Life
Chapter 13: Marriage and the Family
Chapter 14: Education and the Mass Media
Chapter 15: Religion in Modern Society
Chapter 16: The Sociology of the Body
Chapter 17: Urbanization, Population, and the Environment
Chapter 18: Social Change and Social Movements

How much does this book contain about social structure versus social change?  Well, there is one chapter on social change, but 17 chapters on other things.  There are some changes noted in some of the other chapters, such as individual change in Chapter 4 (The life cycle) and organizational change in Chapter 10 (The rise of…).  The authors undoubtedly touch on change in some of the other chapters, but is it “more or less” evenly distributed as Comte suggested?  Hardly.
Applebaum’s book is not unique.  In a review of the tables of contents of the top ten introduction to sociology textbooks in September 2008, only seven even had a chapter on social change.  And it was always the last chapter of the book, just like Applebaum. (How much attention does that get as teacher and students are preparing to wind up the semester?)  In total, those 10 books devoted only 3% of the total pages to the chapters on social change.  
There are lots of reasons for this emphasis on social structure rather than social change, most of which are based on the need for graduate students and assistant professors to submit the most publications in the shortest possible time—i.e., publish or perish.  It’s easier and quicker to study a static structure than a changing one.  You have to wait, sometimes for a long time, for organizations and societies to change.

But the oddest part of this emphasis on social structure is that it takes place in a society that is enamored with or perhaps even addicted to change.  We are treated to dozens if not hundreds of news sources telling us 24/7/365 what is “news”—literally what is new.  Improvement and innovation are keys to success in every institution, particularly business and technology.  Whole libraries are full of books on leading change.  But has anyone described how social change actually occurs?  Not many.

So this chapter fills that gap, as do a few excellent books on social change.  (Thankfully, some sociologists do study social change!)  The future is about change.  Plausible differences between the present and the future are the most interesting and, to some extent, the most important things to know.  The purpose of this chapter, then, is to understand how those differences come about.  How do we explain the changes that occur?  And what are implications of those changes for the future?
Explaining social change

The good news for explaining change is that some sociologists and many other thinkers have been writing about social change for a long time.  The bad news is that they have not come up with any single theory of social change that everyone agrees with.

Unified, consensus theories of change are common in many scientific disciplines, particularly in the physical sciences.  So in physics we have theories of gravity and the ideal gas law; in chemistry, the theories of chemical bonding and heat transfer; in biology, evolution and protein synthesis.  While there remains much we still do not understand about these theories, every member of those disciplines subscribes to the basics.  

The same cannot be said of the social sciences.  While social scientists approach their study with the same philosophy (e.g., objectivity, conclusions based on evidence, critical thinking) and use many of the same methods and tools (e.g., experiments, statistics), they still lack a fundamental unifying theory of their discipline.  So economists have classical theory, rational expectations, and behavioral economics amidst a host of others.  In anthropology, there are structuralists and cultural anthropologists.  In political science, realists and idealists.  And the list goes on and on.
So how do we explain social change when we do not have a theory for doing so?  The answer is that we have many theories for doing so.  Granted that it would be easier with one theory, as it is in physics, but that’s not the world we live in.  Perhaps there will be one theory someday, but today we have many theories.  So to explain social change in the present, we have to explain it in light of that fact.  While most social scientists are arguing about which theory is the right theory, we need to explain change today rather than wait for the right theory to emerge.
Fortunately, we have an analog in the physical sciences that will help justify our use of multiple theories.  In the early part of the 20th century, physicists were puzzled about the behavior of photons and electrons.  In some experiments, they behaved like particles, such as pebbles or bullets.  In others, they behaved like waves.  The details are not important here.  The point is that they had one thing (a photon, for instance) that looked like a particle in some circumstances and like a wave in other circumstances.

Could it be both?  Well waves and particles are quite different things.  It is hard, and maybe even impossible, to think of one thing being both.  And that was the key.  It is not what they are intrinsically, which we will probably never know, but how we understand them using the conceptual tools we have available.  Neils Bohr explained this duality in his theory of complementarity.  He describes it this way –

"But what is light really? Is it a wave or a shower of photons? There seems no likelihood for forming a consistent description of the phenomena of light by a choice of only one of the two languages. It seems as though we must use sometimes the one theory and sometimes the other, while at times we may use either. We are faced with a new kind of difficulty. We have two contradictory pictures of reality; separately neither of them fully explains the phenomena of light, but together they do." – in Albert Einstein and Leopold Infeld, The Evolution of Physics, pg. 262-263. 

In other words, they are literally inconceivable because we do not have the conceptual apparatus to conceive them.  That apparatus, the fundamental concepts by which we understand reality, were shaped eons ago on the African plains where human consciousness emerged.  A new branch of psychology, evolutionary psychology, studies the relation of how we know with the environment that people found themselves in when “knowing” first appeared.
Professors Leda Cosmides & John Tooby from the University of California-Santa Barbara put it this way –

The goal of research in evolutionary psychology is to discover and understand the design of the human mind. Evolutionary psychology is an approach to psychology, in which knowledge and principles from evolutionary biology are put to use in research on the structure of the human mind.…In this view, the mind is a set of information-processing machines that were designed by natural selection to solve adaptive problems faced by our hunter-gatherer ancestors. –Evolutionary Psychology: A Primer
They go on to describe the fundamental principle of evolutionary psychology -- 

… our modern skulls house a stone age mind. The key to understanding how the modern mind works is to realize that its circuits were not designed to solve the day-to-day problems of a modern American -- they were designed to solve the day-to-day problems of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. –Evolutionary Psychology: A Primer
They point out, therefore, that we are better at dealing with small groups than large ones and that we tend to be more afraid of snakes than of electricity.  And hunter-gatherers were certainly not dealing with photons and electrons.  Therefore, we lack the means to understand their intrinsic nature as a unitary concept.
Bohr’s “solution” was that fundamental matter was something that we would never fully comprehend.  The best we could do was to use the complementary concepts of wave and particle simultaneously. The image is that quantum phenomena and other inconceivable parts of reality, like social change, are locked in a container with many windows.  We see different mechanisms for change depending on which window we look through.  We believe that change is a unitary phenomenon within the container, but we can only explain it using the apparently incompatible, yet complementary theories we have.

Social change occurs in the macro world, not in the world of quantum physics, and our ancestors were aware of change—the seasons and the cycle of life and death, for instance.  But what makes social science, and social change in particular, so difficult is that they involve human consciousness.  We still do not understand the nature of consciousness, and our earliest ancestors probably did not even know that it existed.  So any phenomenon that involves humans as conscious, active entities is currently beyond our conceptual apparatus to understand in any unitary fashion.  Groups and societies consist of conscious beings, and changes there involve humans acting and reacting.  Someday we might understand consciousness, but we need to explain social change today rather than wait for a unified theory to emerge.

In that case, the multiple theories of social change are not a problem; they are a blessing.  We can use Bohr’s complementarity principle to study social change through the lenses of the different theories.  

Our own theory

Just because there are many theories of social change in the literature does not mean that people don’t already believe they can explain social change.  We do it everyday.  People often say, “This is really what is happening, what is really going on.”  That’s an explanation of some observable change using unobservable causes and mechanisms – an explanation of change.  “It’s all about money, or power, or technology,” or whatever.  Different people use different theories, and hence they get into disputes about what is really going on.

When we use the principle of complementary to explain social change, however, we give up the claim to know what is really going on.  What is really going on is beyond our ability to comprehend.  Rather we use different, sometimes multiple and indeed sometimes incompatible theories to explain change depending on the situation.  That is still an explanation, though albeit not as satisfying as one theory that works all the time.

But getting to the point of explaining social change using multiple theories is not as easy as it sounds.  The first step is realizing that we each have one or two favorite theories that we tend to use most of the time.  They are not wrong, but if we only use one or two, then we are probably using them too much and ignoring the other theories that we could use instead.  The second step then is to place those theories alongside a host of others to use at the appropriate times.  This course leads us through both of these steps by considering the validity of ten or so different theories of social change--some of which we already use, most of which we probably don’t.  Which of those do we use ourselves?  What might we consider using instead?

Assumptions
But what makes different theories different from each other?  Why do we choose to use one theory over another?

Explanatory theories are basically chosen, not revealed in nature.  Social change does not come with a label or an instruction manual that says, “This happened because of power” or “This change is driven by money.”  The change is observable, but the explanation is not.  We have to construct an argument to support our explanation using that theory.  

Arguments consist of two types of statements – evidence and assumptions.  There is lots of evidence for the theories we will review, evidence that has been accumulating for centuries.  Each of theories, however, also rests on a set of assumptions about human nature, the nature of society, and the world.  We accept and use these assumptions implicitly, usually without thinking about them.  For instance, many people believe that people are naturally good, and they are taught to be bad. Or the opposite--Society needs strong leaders or else it will fall part.  Or the opposite of that.

There is no way to prove which of these assumptions is true.  There is plenty of evidence for each one and for its opposite as well!  Therefore, we have to choose which assumptions to use.  And since we tend to use the same assumptions in almost all cases, we also tend to explain change using the same theories in those cases as well.  

Part of this course, therefore, is recognizing the assumptions we use that lead to the theories we use and considering perhaps using alternative assumptions and theories in some cases.  There is no way to tell that we using the right assumptions and theories.  That is unknowable.  But we can make a reasonable argument to support our choice, an argument that reasonable people will at least consider, if not accept.  So our test of whether we are right or not is whether other people accept our argument, or at least consider it a reasonable one to make.  Again, not as satisfying as being right in any absolute sense, but that is unknowable as well.

Critical assumptions
There are a certain class of assumptions, called critical assumptions, that distinguish between one theory and another.  If you accept one assumption, you get one theory; if you accept its opposite,  you get another.  The term is borrowed from science which uses critical experiments.  A critical experiment is one that has two outcomes.  If one outcome occurs, then a theory is accepted; if it does not, then the theory is rejected.

One of the most famous critical experiments was used to disprove the theory of phlogiston.  In 1667, in the early days of chemical science, Johann Becher proposed a theory that flammable substances contained a substance called phlogiston which burned off when the material burned.  He pointed to the fact that a block of wood is heavier than the ashes left after it has burned so something must have been consumed in the fire.  Pretty obvious, right?
But Mikhail Lomonosov in 1753 and then the famous chemist Antoine-Laurent Lavoisier in 1780s burned substances in closed vessels that did not allow any of the gases of combustion to escape.  Had weight of the vessel changed, then something was obviously being consumed; if it stayed the same, then nothing was being consumed.  The weight of the vessels did stay the same, and the phlogiston theory was dead—the result of a critical experiment.

Of course, we cannot perform critical experiments in social change because we do not have control of societies the way chemists have control of substances.  Sociology is largely an observational science, like astronomy.  We have to deal with what we can observe; we cannot construct the conditions of a critical experiment.  
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But the analogy holds:  Choosing one assumption gets you one theory; choosing its opposite, gets you another one.  It’s like a plant that grows underground but which shoots sprouts above ground.  A stand of bamboo, for instance, is actually one plant connected by an underground system, called rhizomes, which are actually stems that grow underground.  In the same way, different theories may share a common set of assumptions.  One path to the surface leads to one theory; another path leads to another one.  So throughout this chapter, we will be on the look out for the critical assumptions that distinguish one theory from another.
Assumptions and the future
One last point before we get into the actual theories.  This book is about teaching the future.  Different theories of social change and their embedded assumptions are a critical element to the twin functions of futures studies – anticipating and influencing the future.  Theories not only explain how a change came about (from the past); they also support how that change will continue (or not) and influence the future.  
Different theories result in different images of the future—i.e., alternative scenarios, the core of futures studies.  Different theories also recommend different strategies for intervening in the system to influence it toward a more preferable future.  Alternative theories of social change lie at the root of many alternative scenarios and strategies.  Our ability to conceive of as many alternative scenarios and strategies as necessary is directly related to our ability to apply different theories to the same social change.  Not all of them will be plausible, and some might even be downright ridiculous.  But some will be quite plausible, even though they might appear incompatible.  Of course, one can deal with multiple explanations in forecasting by simply identifying alternative scenarios.  One must be more careful, however, in picking strategies based on multiple theories because the right strategy for one theory might be horribly wrong for another.  So in the end, we might have to choose, but at least we realize that we are making a choice rather than picking the strategy blindly.  Or we might even be able to craft a strategy that will be pretty good if either one or another theory is correct.

So while we often cannot decide for sure what is really going on, knowing something is better than knowing nothing.  And more importantly, knowing what the choices are is better than blindly and implicitly believing that only one explanation is always true.
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