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UNIT – I

Emergence of Sociology

Introduction

Sociology is a distinct social science that studies social relationships, 
institutions, and human interaction. Since ancient times, individuals had 
been contemplating about social life and evolving ideas and perspectives 
to understand how individuals act, interact, relate to each other and live 
together. After several centuries of deliberation and debates, a variety of 
social sciences came into existence. Amongst them, Sociology became 
an independent academic field in the nineteenth century resulting from 
distinctive political, economic, and intellectual context. This social science 
endeavours to examine how individuals come together to evolve societies, 
organized social life, how social institutions emerge and function and how 
social relationships are shaped and reshaped in constituting the formation 
of social groups, communities, and institutions within varied social 
contexts. It also attempts to understand how stability and change occur in 
societies and how they respond and adapt to the dynamics and influences 
of social forces around them.

Since Sociology is an independent and distinct discipline, to understand 
sociology one needs to get acclimatized with its concepts. We come across 
several words like ‘society’, ‘community’, ‘social groups’, ‘institutions’, 
‘associations’, ‘status’, ‘role’ etc. in our daily conversations. These words 
are specific and specialized concept and they constitute the terms in social 
science language. Each of these terms are used to understand and describe 
social reality, thereby constitute the edifice of what is called ‘sociological 
concepts’. 

Indeed, sociological discourse attempts to examine and explain the 
interlinkages between these concepts to provide the facts, propositions and 
theories about both the structure and dynamics of traditional and modern 
societies. In this backdrop, this unit is structured to present historical 
overview of the emergence and development of sociology and examine the 
key concepts constituting the foundation of sociology. Comprehending This 
background is the first and important step to gain strong foundation in the 
conceptual premise of sociology. Further, a comprehensive understanding of 
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this conceptual foundation also forms the basis for studying more advanced 
sociological ideas in forthcoming units as well.

Objectives

After studying this unit, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ Understand the genesis of sociology as a discipline. 

 	 ➢ Elucidate the concepts of society and community. 

 	 ➢ Articulate the sociological concept of social groups, institutions, 
and associations. 

 	 ➢ Distinguish the concept of social status from role. 

 	 ➢ Apply basic sociological concepts to understand social phenomena 
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Lesson 1.1 - Origin and Development of Sociology

Structure

1.1.1 	 Objectives

1.1.2 	 Introduction

1.1.3 	 Tracing the Genesis of Sociology

1.1.4 	 Emergence of Sociology

1.1.5 	 Intellectual Forces in the Emergence of Sociology

1.1.6 	 French Revolution and the Development of Modern Society

1.1.7 	 Industrial Revolution and Social Transformation

1.1.8 	 Scientific Revolution and Positivism

1.1.9 	 The Founding of Sociology

1.1.10 	 Founding Fathers of Sociology

1.1.11 	 Let Us Sum up

1.1.12 	 Keywords

1.1.13 	 Self-Assessment Questions

1.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the origin of sociology. 

 	 ➢ identify the factors responsible for the development of sociology. 

 	 ➢ describe the contributions of the founding sociologists.

1.1.2 � Introduction

Among social sciences sociology is one of the youngest disciplines. 
Nevertheless, it becomes a widely recognized domain of knowledge 
about society. Different from philosophy, history, or political thought, 
sociology appeared as a systematic and scientific analysis of society in the 
nineteenth century. The development of sociology was neither accidental 
nor independent. The discipline emerged in consonance 

with major social transformations which revolutionized the 
development of European society. Political revolutions posed critical 
challenge to traditional authority, industrialization transformed the 
nature of economic activities, urbanization altered the pattern of social 
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interaction, scientific attitude introduced the systematic study of natural 
and social phenomena.

Thus, the emergence of sociology was a response to the rapidly changing 
society. The pioneers of sociology tried to discover the reasons of social 
order, conflict, inequality and transformation using scientific methods such 
as observation and logical reasoning. Further, the sociological concepts 
provide the basis for contemporary sociological research and influence 
sociological theories. This lesson presents the history of the emergence of 
sociology, main intellectual forces contributing to its development and the 
role of the founders of sociology in shaping it as an independent discipline.

1.1.3 � Understanding the Genesis of Sociology

The origin of sociology can be traced within the context of social and 
intellectual history. From the ancient times individuals tried to explain 
social processes. However, the explanations of social processes were mainly 
based on religious, philosophical, mythological and moral presuppositions. 
Classical thinkers Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, Kautilya and Ibn Khaldun 
explored social organization, governance, justice and human behaviour. 
Although their contributions were extremely important for development 
of social theory, they did not contribute to the emergence of scientific 
discipline of sociology.

Sociology emerged when scientists started to understand that the 
systematic observation, investigation and critical thinking could help to 
analyze and to explain social processes. Sociologists were dissatisfied with 
purely philosophical understanding of the social world. On the contrary, 
they were searching for the patterns of social behaviour, mechanisms of 
functioning of institutions and factors of social transformation.

Nineteenth century was especially important because Europe 
experienced dramatic social transformations. The traditional agricultural 
societies became industrialized, political revolutions undermined 
monarchies, scientific discoveries put into question traditional 
views, and urbanization changed the nature of family and community 
organization. These transformations gave rise to new social problems 
such as poverty, unemployment, inequality, crime and labour conflicts. 
The search for reason and explanation to these transformations needed 
a new scientific discipline that would capable of investigating society 
and its issues systematically. Thus, sociology emerged both as a response 
to intellectual advancement as well as the necessity to find solution to 
social crisis.
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1.1.4 � the Emergence of Sociology

Though Sociology emerged as an independent branch of sciences in 
the nineteenth century, it has its roots from antiquity. The philosophers, 
historians and political theorists of ancient civilizations attempted 
to comprehend the nature of human behaviour, social organization, 
governance and justice. The societies of ancient Greece, Rome, India, 
China and Islamic civilization gave birth to many basic conceptions of 
society which shaped the contemporary sociological concepts.

For example, the Greek philosopher Plato (427–347 BCE) in his analysis 
of the interactions of individuals and the state in his work The Republic, 
articulated about Justice, education and ideal social organization. His pupil 
Aristotle (384–322 BCE) saw humans as zoon politikon (social animals). 
According to Aristotle, societies evolve naturally because individuals 
cannot live separately. Though both analyses were rather philosophical 
than scientific, they were the predecessors of further social thoughts.

Also, the great contribution to social comprehension was made by the 
philosophers of ancient India. Their works (Vedas, Upanishads, Manusmriti 
and Arthaśāstra) contained discussion of social organization, family, 
governance, law and social obligations. The treatise Arthaśāstra written 
by the philosopher Kautilya was rich in insights about administration, 
economy, taxation and statecraft.

Moreover, an influential Arabic Philosopher Ibn Khaldun (1332–
1406) who produced the first systematic work in sociology. His book 
Muqaddimah include the evolution of civilizations, group solidarity 
(asabiyyah), economic life, political authority and historical processes. 
Particularly, the emphasis of Ibn Khaldun on observation and causes of 
phenomena foreshadowed numerous concepts that laid the foundation for 
the emergence of sociological research

Although these contributions to social science were made, the early 
social thought was embedded in philosophy, religion, ethics and politics. 
Thus, it lacked structure, empiricism and scientific character of modern 
sociology. concurrently the emergence of sociology as an independent 
science blossomed in the necessity caused by the social transformations in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
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1.1.5 � Intellectual Forces in the Emergence of Sociology

The genesis of sociology is an outcome of the influence of various 
intellectual currents, which altered the perception of society. This 
transformation made scientists reject the religious and philosophical 
explanations to an understanding of social processes using the rational 
and scientific approaches.

At the outset, the Enlightenment era in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries greatly advanced the ideas about society. Enlightenment ideas 
presupposed the importance of reason and scientific inquiry, criticism 
and individual freedom. Moreover, enlightenment thinkers denied the 
traditional authority and claimed that observation and logical analysis 
could provide an adequate and systematic explanation of society than 
superstition or prejudice. Philosophers John Locke, Montesquieu, Voltaire, 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant expressed democratic, 
equalitarian, and constitutional ideas, which had a great impact on the 
development of modern social thought.

Another factor which largely contributed to the genesis of sociology 
is the Scientific Revolution. The importance of this intellectual current 
is that it proved that natural events could be explained using systematic 
observations and experiments. The achievements of such great scientists 
as Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, and Francis Bacon convinced researchers 
that it was possible to study society scientifically. The idea to use scientific 
approaches to social phenomena was offered by Auguste Comte.

Similarly, the development of modern political philosophy also leads 
to the emergence of sociology. Thinkers rejected the legitimacy of the 
monarchical form of government, hereditary principle, and divine right 
of kings. Also, the scientists attempted to explain the origin of political 
institutions, social organization, and human cooperation in a rational way 
and not divine.

1.1.6 � French Revolution and the Development of Modern Society

French Revolution (1789) is one of the major historical events that 
facilitated the emergence of sociology. It ended the long-existing feudal 
system in France and opened a new era of democracy, equality, and 
fraternity. In general, this political revolution caused the simultaneous 
collapse of the absolute monarchy, reduction of the power of nobility and 
church, and promotion of the ideas of the rights of citizens, democracy, 
and individual freedom.
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This social revolution significantly influenced the ideas and experience 
of the early sociologists. For instance, Auguste Comte believed that the 
restoration of order after the revolutionary turbulence could be achieved 
by means of scientific understanding of the society. Durkheim posed the 
critical inquiry, what brings individuals together.

1.1.7 � Industrial Revolution and Social Transformation

Whereas the French Revolution changed the political organization 
of society, the Industrial Revolution transformed its economic and social 
structures. Initiated in Great Britain in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, it spread all over Europe and North America. The Industrial 
Revolution denoted the transition from agricultural economy to industrial 
society based on mechanical production and factory production.

The adoption of machinery, steam power, and improved production 
methods increased the productivity of the industry and promoted economic 
growth. Nevertheless, these changes transformed the employment pattern, 
the pattern of settlements, and social relationships. Many individuals 
moved from villages to industrial towns in search of jobs, which resulted in 
urbanization. At the same time, cities turned into centers of manufacturing, 
trade, and commerce while traditional rural communities assumed lesser 
significance.

Industrialization also influenced the family structures and the nature 
of work. Whereas factory work replaced the home-based production and 
created a clear line between the workplace and family, new occupations 
emerged with the distinction of employers from industrial workers. Long 
working hours, poor housing, child labour, and poor sanitary conditions 
became common for early industrial cities and resulted in spread of social 
problems. 

These transformations drew the attention of early sociologists who 
attempted to understand how industrialization affects social order, family, 
religion, class relations, and inequality. In other words, the Industrial 
Revolution provided most of the evidence that sociology intended to 
explain. For instance, according to Karl Marx, industrial capitalism 
creates the new forms of class exploitation and class struggle between 
the bourgeois (the owners of production) and proletarians (industrial 
workers). Émile Durkheim studied how the growth of division of labor 
influenced social solidarity and integration. Max Weber investigated the 
connections between industrial capitalism, bureaucracy, rationalization, 
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and authority. Thus, the Industrial Revolution not only changed society 
but also laid the foundation for the key concerns of classical sociological 
theory.

1.1.8 � Scientific Revolution and Positivism

Another important factor in the rise of sociology was the increasing 
influence of scientific thinking. The impressive successes of the natural 
sciences in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries showed that through 
the systematic observations, experimentation, and logical reasoning it is 
possible to acquire knowledge about the physical world. Such intellectual 
environment prompted the scholars to think about the possibility to apply 
similar approach to studying society.

Auguste Comte (1798–1857) argued that society will be studied 
scientifically. Comte believed that social phenomena, similar to natural 
phenomena have a recognizable pattern and revealed law through 
systematic observations and analysis. He named this scientific approach 
as ‘positivism’.

According to Comte, positivism rejects explanations which are 
speculative, intuitive, or religious. On the contrary, it gives preference to 
such scientific methods as empirical observation, classification of facts, 
comparison, and logical reasoning. This method allows sociology to create 
objective knowledge that can explain social order and promote social 
progress. The second contribution of Comte to sociology is the Law of 
Three Stages, which asserts that human knowledge, human society and 
human mind passe through three stages viz.:

1.	 Theological Stage, in which events are explained through 
supernatural or religious beliefs.

2.	 Metaphysical Stage, where abstract philosophical ideas take place 
of supernatural explanation.

3.	 Positive Stage, where scientific observation and empirical research 
become the predominant means of producing knowledge.

His faith in the possibility of scientific approach to society and his 
emphasis on scientific inquiry laid the ground for the emergence of 
sociology as an independent discipline.
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Table 1.1.1 Comte’s Law of Three Stages of Intellectual Development

Stage Basis of Explanation Illustration

Theological 
Stage

Supernatural or religious 
beliefs

Natural disasters perceived 
as acts of divine power

Metaphysical 
Stage

Abstract philosophical 
ideas

Society explained through 
abstract concepts such as 
“nature” or “reason”

Positive Stage
Scientific observation and 
empirical evidence

Social phenomena analyzed 
through systematic research 
and evidence

1.1.9 � The Founding of Sociology

Although several social thinkers contributed to the development of 
sociological ideas, Auguste Comte is celebrated as the father of sociology 
since he established sociology as a distinct academic discipline. In 1838, he 
introduced the term “Sociology”. This new word he coined by combining 
two words derived from two different languages. Thus, he coined 
sociology from the Latin word socius (denoting ‘companion’ i.e. ‘society’ 
and the Greek word ‘logos’ connoting knowledge or science. Sociology 
is proclaimed by Comte as the “queen of the sciences” because it enables 
to synthesize knowledge of different disciplines in order to comprehend 
society as a whole. 

According to Comte, there are two major subdivisions in sociology:

 	 ➢ Social Statics that examines the conditions of social order and 
stability.

 	 ➢ Social Dynamics for studying the processes of social change and 
development.

This classification reflects the approach of Comte according to 
whom sociology will be able to explain both continuity and change in 
society. After Comte, sociology developed rapidly due to the efforts of 
several European scholars. Universities began offering sociology as an 
independent academic discipline. Systematic research of social institutions, 
social change, inequality, religion, family, and economy became common. 
Accordingly, by the end of nineteenth century, sociology became an 
independent subject with its unique concepts, theories, and methodology.
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1.1.10  Founding Fathers of Sociology

The development of sociology is premised upon the contribution of 
several pioneer sociologists. Their pioneering ideas were influential for 
the further advancement of sociological research and theory.  

Auguste Comte advocated the scientific research of society and 
proposed the idea of positivism which set sociology apart as an independent 
discipline. He emphasised the necessity to understand both social order 
and social progress.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) studied society through economic relations 
and class struggle. According to him, owning the means of production 
results in inequality leading to the conflict of social classes. Marx believed 
that social change is primarily determined by the struggle between the 
dominant and subordinate classes.

Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) studied the forces of social order 
and integration. He introduced such concepts as social facts, collective 
conscience and division of labour, arguing that society possesses distinct 
features that cannot be revealed by the mere study of individuals. Durkheim 
also demonstrated the potential of sociology to carry out systematic 
examination of social phenomenon through sociological research with his 
seminal research work culminating the development of the sociological 
theory on Suicide (1897).

Max Weber (1864-1920) defined the scope of sociology by highlighting 
the significance of understanding the concept of social action of people. His 
concept of Verstehen (interpretive understanding) indicated the necessity 
of interpreting subjective concepts in social life. Weber also made great 
contribution to the development of sociological theories on bureaucracy, 
authority, religion, and process of rationalization in modern society. Thus, 
these founding fathers laid the ground for the main theoretical traditions 
of sociology. Their ideas remain influential for modern sociological theory 
forming the basis for contemporary sociological research as well.

1.1.11  Let us Sum up

In the nineteenth century sociology emerged as a reaction to major 
political, economic and intellectual transformations in Europe. The 
Enlightenment, the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution and the 
Scientific Revolution provided the scientific premise for the emergence 
of sociology. These events challenged existing ideas and stimulated the 
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emergence of social problems that required thorough investigation. 
Auguste Comte laid the foundation of sociology with positivism. Later 
on, Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim and Max Weber developed the main 
theoretical traditions of sociological thought. Though the ideas concerning 
social life can be found already in the works of ancient philosophers such 
as Plato, Aristotle, Kautilya and Ibn Khaldun, the emergence of sociology 
as a distinct academic discipline was established due to the contributions 
of founding fathers of sociology.

1.1.12  Keywords

Enlightenment, Industrial Revolution, Scientific Revolution, 
Positivism, Social Statics, Social Dynamics 

1.1.13  Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the historical circumstances that led to the emergence of 
sociology as an academic discipline.

2.	 Discuss the impact of the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, 
and the Industrial Revolution on the development of sociology.

3.	 Examine the contribution of Auguste Comte to the genesis of 
sociology as a scientific discipline.

4.	 Compare the sociological works of Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, 
and Max Weber.

5.	 Critically evaluate the following statement: ‘Sociology emerged as a 
response to the transformation of modern society.
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Lesson 1.2 - Society and Community

Structure

1.2.1 	 Objectives

1.2.2 	 Introduction

1.2.3 	 Concept of Society

1.2.4 	 Characteristics of Society

1.2.5 	 Concept of Community

1.2.6 	 Characteristics of Community

1.2.7 	 Comparing Society with Community

1.2.8 	 Contemporary Relevance

1.2.9 	 Let us Sum up

1.2.10 	 Keywords

1.2.11 	 Self-Assessment Questions

1.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concepts of society and community. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between society and community. 

 	 ➢ analyse their relevance in contemporary social life. 

1.2.2 � Introduction

The notions of society and community are key to sociological inquiry. 
They are necessary for understanding of social relations, institutions, 
culture and collective life. Though individuals tend to use these concepts 
interchangeably in colloquial language, sociology gives a special concept 
to these concepts. Society implies the wide network of social relations 
and institutions where individuals operate, whereas community denotes a 
group of individuals belonging to a territory, identity and way of life. 

Classical and contemporary sociologists paid much attention to 
the discussion of the difference between society and community since 
it explains various forms of social organization, social integration and 
collective identity. In the age of globalization, urbanization, migration, 
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and digital communication these concepts received a new interpretation. 
In contemporary society, there are communities in not only physical space 
but there are also virtual communities. This makes it necessary to study 
their characteristics and significance in sociology.

1.2.3 � Concept of Society

Society is one of the central concepts in sociology. Not only the set of 
individuals but the system of social relations, which allows individuals to 
interact, cooperate and achieve common goals is implied. Society provides 
a framework where individuals are able to organize their life and satisfy 
their biological, economic, political, cultural and emotional needs. There 
are several definitions of society given by sociologists depending on 
theoretical approaches to social life.

MacIver and Page describe society as “a system of usages and procedures, 
of authority and mutual aid, of many groupings and divisions, of controls 
of human behaviour and of liberties.” This definition emphasizes that 
society is an organized network of social relationships rather than just 
a collection of individuals. Morris Ginsberg sees society as “a collection 
of individuals united by certain relations or modes of behaviour which 
distinguish them from others who do not enter into these relations.” This 
definition highlights the relationships that connect individuals within a 
structured social system. 

Talcott Parsons perceived society as a self-sufficient social system 
capable of sustaining itself through interconnected institutions like 
family, economy, education, religion, and state. From a functionalist 
angle, these institutions serve complementary roles that promote social 
stability and continuity. These definitions show that society is a dynamic 
and changing system. It is not fixed; it continuously evolves in response 
to technological innovations, economic shifts, demographic changes, 
political events, and cultural interactions. As a result, sociologists 
examine society not as an unchanging entity but as an evolving network 
of relationships shaped by historical and contemporary influences. 
Society exists because individuals rely on each other. No individual alone 
can independently meet all their needs. Cooperation, division of labour, 
institutions, and systems of authority make collective life possible. Thus, 
society is both a result of human interaction and the setting within which 
social interaction occurs. 
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Think Critically 

Is a social media platform with millions of interacting users a society, 
a community, or neither? Which sociological criteria would you use to 
justify your answer? 

1.2.4 � Characteristics of Society

Let us identify specific key features that set society apart from simply 
being a group of individuals. These features explain how humans organize 
themselves into stable and lasting social systems. One of the most crucial 
features of society is the network of social relationships. Society is defined 
not by the number of individuals living together but by the connections they 
make with each other. These relationships are shaped through institutions 
such as family, education, religion, economy, and state. Without social 
relationships, individuals cannot form a society. 

Another key feature is interdependence. Humans rely on each other 
to meet their biological, economic, emotional, educational, and cultural 
needs. The growing specialization of jobs in modern societies only increased 
this interdependence. Farmers produce food, teachers provide education, 
doctors deliver healthcare, and administrators oversee governance. This 
division of labour helps society function effectively. 

Society is also marked by cooperation and conflict. Cooperation 
allows individuals and groups to work together toward shared goals, while 
conflict arises from differences in interests, values, resources, and power. 
Rather than perceiving conflict as wholly harmful, sociologists recognize 
that both cooperation and conflict are essential parts of social life and 
drive social change. 

 A further characteristic of society is shared culture. Members of a 
society typically share common values, norms, beliefs, customs, language, 
and traditions that guide behaviour and foster social unity. Culture gives 
individuals a sense of identity and continuity while directing social 
interaction. Another significant aspect is the existence of social institutions. 
Institutions such as family, education, religion, economy, and government 
fulfil specific roles that support the maintenance and continuity of society. 
These institutions guide behaviour, distribute responsibilities, pass down 
culture, and ensure social order. 

Society is dynamic rather than static. It undergoes regular change 
due to technological advances, economic shifts, political transformations, 
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demographic changes, and cultural interactions. The rise of digital 
communication, artificial intelligence, and globalization shows that 
societies continually adjust to the emerging challenges. Finally, every 
society is guided by certain level of social control. Formal systems like 
laws and government institutions, along with informal ones like customs, 
traditions, morality, and public opinion, manage individual behaviour and 
preserve social order. These characteristics demonstrate that society is a 
complex and evolving system of organized relationships rather than just a 
group of individuals living in the same place. 

1.2.5 � Concept of Community

Having learnt the concept and characteristics of society, let us turn our 
attention to understand the sociological idea of ‘community’. The concept 
of community is vital in sociology because it describes a type of social 
organization based on locality, social interaction, and a sense of belonging. 
While society is broad and abstract, a community usually represents a 
more localized and specific social unit. The term community comes from 
the Latin word “communitas,” concept common life or shared fellowship. 
In sociology, community refers to a group of individuals living within 
a defined geographical area who regularly interact and share common 
interests, traditions, values, and a feeling of belonging. 

MacIver and Page define a community as “an area of social living 
marked by some degree of social coherence.” This definition highlights 
that community is not just a physical space but a social unit characterized 
by interaction, cooperation, and shared identity. Bogardus also defined 
community as “a social group with some degree of ‘we-feeling’ and living 
in a given area.” The idea of we-feeling sets a community apart from many 
other social organizations. Members perceive themselves as part of a 
common social unit and often feel emotionally connected to each other 
and to the place they live. 

In contrast to society, which can span an entire nation or even cross 
national borders, a community is usually linked to a specific location like 
a village, neighbourhood, town, or tribal settlement. However, modern 
sociology acknowledges the rise of virtual communities, where individuals 
build social relationships and collective identities through digital platforms 
despite being geographically distant. 

The concept of community has greatly expanded in the twenty-first 
century. While geographic proximity remains crucial in many communities, 
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shared interests, professions, identities, and online interactions are 
increasingly forming new types of communities that challenge traditional 
sociological definitions. 

1.2.6 � Characteristics of Community

Having known how sociologists define community, now we will trace 
how sociologists identify its characteristics. Although communities differ 
in terms of their size, structure, and degree of development, all communities 
have certain characteristics that distinguish them from other social 
formations.  Firstly, a community must have a specific territorial location. 
Classically, a community was understood as existing in some kind of 
geographical area: village, town, neighbourhood, or tribal settlement. The 
shared geographical space allows for interaction and developing social ties. 
However, along with the development of technologies, in contemporary 
society sociologists acknowledge the existence of virtual communities that 
go beyond geographical borders.

Another characteristic of a community is a group of people. Individuals 
must interact and cooperate to create social life. These interactions lead 
to shared experience, common understanding, and collective identity. 
Another feature of a community is the feeling of belonging or we-feeling. 
Individuals feel connected and perceive themselves as being parts of a 
collective social entity. This emotional connection results in solidarity, 
fosters cooperation, and makes individuals participate in activities that 
contribute to community well-being. Finally, shared interests and common 
experience are important as well. Members of a community share similar 
customs, traditions, values, language, or religion. All these shared interests 
make cooperation easier and social cohesion stronger. There is usually 
some degree of organization present in a community. Families, schools, 
religions, and local authorities organize social life and maintain the order 
within the community. Moreover, each community is characterized by 
a certain degree of permanence. Despite the changing membership, 
communities tend to exist for long periods of time and pass their culture, 
traditions, and common values through generations. Thus, it becomes 
clear that community is a social structure of interaction, cooperation, 
collective identity, and common interests in a geographical area. 

1.2.7 � Comparing Society with Community

The concepts of society and community are closely interconnected 
and related to each other. Yet, these concepts differ and cannot be used 
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interchangeably. Usually, when talking about these terms, individuals use 
them interchangeably. In sociology, however, these terms have different 
concepts and refer to different degrees of social organizations. Society is 
a broader term and refers to the entire network of social relations, while 
community is a narrower concept and refers to a certain social group 
united by the common life and sense of belonging.

Thus, society itself may be comprised of several communities which 
differ in such characteristics as language, culture, religion, occupation, 
or geographical location. In fact, the Indian society includes rural 
communities, urban communities, tribal communities, and various 
religious and linguistic communities. Each community has its own identity 
but is a part of the larger society at the same time. Let us illustrate the 
difference between society and community through the following table. 

Despite the distinction made above, in the modern society the 
differences between these two concepts become blurred. The processes 
of urbanization, globalization, migration, and digital communications 
give rise to the appearance of communities that are not bound only by 
geographical proximity but also by shared interests, profession, identities, 
and virtual interactions. Sociologists, thus, begin to treat the concepts 
of society and community as complementary ones that explain different 
aspects of social organization rather than as different social formations. 

Table 1.2.1 Comparison of Society and Community

Basis of 
comparison

Society Community

Meaning
A broad system of 
social relationships and 
institutions

A social group whose 
members share a sense of 
belonging, identity, or way 
of life

Scope
Broad and inclusive; 
may contain several 
communities

More specific; may exist 
within a wider society

Geographical 
basis

May be territorial, national, 
global, or translocal

Often associated with 
locality, but may also be 
identity-based or virtual
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Basis of 
relationship

Social interaction, 
interdependence, 
institutions, and shared 
norms

Shared locality, identity, 
interests, or community 
sentiment

Sense of 
belonging

Varies and need not involve 
a strong sense of collective 
identity

Often involves a stronger 
sense of belonging or “we-
feeling”, though this is not 
universal

Nature
An analytical concept 
referring to a system of 
social relationships

A more concrete form of 
social connection based on 
shared identity or common 
life

Examples
Indian society; global 
society

Village; neighbourhood; 
religious or linguistic 
community; online 
professional community

1.2.8 � Contemporary Relevance

The concepts of society and community are still relevant for the 
description of contemporary social life. Despite the fact that these concepts 
originated in the study of traditional societies, they remain important for 
the analysis of transformations in human interaction in the 21st century.

The first important factor influencing society and community 
is globalization. Due to the improvement of transport facilities, 
communication, and information technologies, significantly increased 
the frequency of social interactions across the world. Societies become 
interconnected due to trade, migration, education, tourism, international 
cooperation, etc. Thus, the social relations do not remain limited to the 
local or national boundaries but become global as well.

Another important factor is urbanization. Urbanization changed the 
nature of communities. In many big cities, there live individuals of different 
linguistic, religious, occupational, and cultural origins. In contrast to the 
traditional rural communities where the social relations were formed 
primarily by families and neighbours, the urban communities tend to 
promote professional specialization, social mobility, and individualism.

Finally, the development of digital technologies expanded the concept 
of the community even further. Such online social networking platforms 
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as Facebook, VKontakte, X (Twitter), YouTube, etc. or forums for learning 
allow individuals to establish social contacts without being located in the 
same geographical place. Online communities become focused not on 
geographical proximity but on the shared interests, profession, hobby, or 
some social cause. Even though these communities are different from the 
traditional ones, they possess such features as interaction, cooperation, 
collective identity, and collective participation on a single platform.

The migration within and outside country contributed to the 
overlapping conceptualization between society and community. Large-
scale migrations for educational and professional purposes gave rise to 
the multicultural societies where different communities exist together. 
This diversity enriched the social life through cultural exchange but posed 
challenges of social integration and identity issues.

Modern sociologists claim that the society and community will not 
be treated as static concepts. These concepts evolve in response to the 
economic growth, technological developments, political, and cultural 
changes. Understanding of these concepts enables sociologists to research 
new social organizations and comprehend the realities of the modern 
world.

1.2.9 � Let us Sum up

The concepts of society and community are the most important 
ones in sociology. The former term is used to denote a wider network 
of social relationships and institutions, while the latter refers to a certain 
social group united by common life and interests. Despite the differences 
in characteristics and scope of these concepts, they are closely related to 
each other. The modern processes such as globalization, urbanization, 
migration, and digital communications expand these concepts and create 
new types of social interactions which impact sociological research.

1.2.10  Keywords

Community Sentiment, We-feeling, Social Organization, Globalization, 
Urbanization, Virtual Community, Social Interaction

1.2.11  Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define society and discuss its major characteristics. 

2.	 Explain the concept of community and describe its essential 
features. 
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3.	 Distinguish between society and community with suitable examples. 

4.	 Examine the changing nature of community in light of globalization 
and digital communication. 

5.	 Critically analyze the relevance of the concepts of society and 
community in understanding contemporary social life.
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Lesson 1.3 - Groups, Institutions and Associations

Structure

1.3.1 	 Objectives

1.3.2 	 Introduction

1.3.3 	 Concept of Social Groups

1.3.4 	 Classification of Social Groups

1.3.5 	 Concept and Characteristics of Social Institutions

1.3.6 	 Types and Functions of Social Institutions

1.3.7 	 Concept and Characteristics of Associations

1.3.8 	 Comparing Groups, Institutions and Associations

1.3.9 	 Let us Sum up

1.3.10 	 Keywords

1.3.11 	 Self-Assessment Questions

1.3.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ Explain the concepts of social groups, institutions, and associations. 

 	 ➢ Classify different types of social groups. 

 	 ➢ Elucidate the characteristics of social groups, institutions, and 
associations.

 	 ➢ Identify the differences between groups, institutions, and 
associations.

1.3.2 � Introduction

Humans are not isolated individuals. Individuals become members 
of social groups right from birth and occupy membership in groups 
until death. In addition, everyone occupies a certain status and perform 
roles within an organization and belongs to certain associations aimed 
to achieve a particular goal. All these social structures influence human 
behaviour, human interactions and help in maintaining social stability 
and continuity. 

Though, in common parlance, the terms group, institution and 
association are used more or less synonymously, they have different 
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concepts in sociology. Group is a number of individuals who interact 
regularly and perceive themselves as belonging to one social unit. 
Institution is a system of norms and customs, established to meet social 
needs of society. Association is an organized group created to achieve a 
certain goal. Having knowledge of the above concepts, sociologist studies 
the structure of society and the relationships between individuals and 
organizations. 

1.3.3 � Concept of Social Groups

Social group is one of the main units of sociological analysis. The society 
consists of numerous groups in which individuals interact, collaborate and 
develop social identity. Everyone belongs simultaneously to various social 
groups like family, peer group, workplace, neighbourhood, professional 
associations and groups according to his/her hobbies. Social groups 
influence people’s attitudes, values, behaviour and opportunities. 

Social group can be defined as the collection of at least two individuals 
who regularly interact, share common interests or goals and perceive 
themselves as members of one social group. Mere proximity does not make 
a social group. For example, individuals gathered at the train station or 
travelling in one bus belong to the same physical environment, however, 
without regular interaction and mutual awareness, they do not constitute 
the social group. 

According to MacIver and Page, the social group is formed whenever 
individuals form social relationships with each other. Similarly, Ogburn 
and Nimkoff emphasised upon the importance of interaction and mutual 
influence in case of social groups. Thus, consistent interaction, common 
interests, common identity and mutual awareness distinguish social groups 
from crowd. 

The functions of social groups include: 

 	 ➢ assistance in socialization process, 

 	 ➢ provision of emotional support, 

 	 ➢ regulation of social behavior with the help of norms, 

 	 ➢ cooperation and shaping of personal identity. 

By participating in groups, individuals learn social values, acquire 
skills and develop feeling of belonging.  As individuals occupy various 
social positions and belong to various social groups in course of their lives, 



Notes

23

the study of social groups will help to understand patterns of interaction, 
leadership, conformity, conflict and collective behaviour. 

1.3.4 � Classification of Social Groups

Different sociologists classified social groups depending on their 
size, nature of interactions, goals and degree of organization. One of such 
classifications was elaborated by Charles Horton Cooley and differentiates 
primary groups from secondary groups.  Primary group is characterized by 
close, personal and face-to-face relations. Members of this kind of groups 
interact regularly and strong emotional relations based on affection, 
support and trust. The family is the most important primary group due to 
its crucial role in socialization and development of personality. Friendships 
and neighbourhood groups are characterised by primary relationships.

 Secondary group is typically larger, more formal and impersonal. 
Relationships in such group are usually a pragmatic character and are 
focused on the achievement of certain goals. The examples of secondary 
groups are schools, universities, companies, trade unions and political 
parties. The interactions in these groups are regulated by official rules, 
regulations and roles. 

Another important classification typologies social groups into formal 
and informal groups. The formal group is deliberately created to achieve 
certain goals and a clearly established structure, Whereas The informal 
group emerges spontaneously on the basis of daily interactions. It is based 
on friendship, common interests or common experiences. 

Sociologist also Classify social groups into membership groups and 
reference groups. Membership groups are those groups which individuals 
really belong to. The reference group serves as a model for the emulation 
of attitudes, aspirations and behaviour as the individual does not actually 
belong to this group. 

The above classifications illustrate the great variety of organization, 
goals and patterns of interaction of social groups’. Understanding these 
differences helps to analyze people’s participation in social life.
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Table 1.3.1 Classification of Social Groups

Basis of 
Classification

Types Examples

Nature of relationship Primary and Secondary Family, School

Organization Formal and Informal
Company, Friendship 
group

Membership
Membership and 
Reference

Professional association, 
Aspirational group

Size Small and Large Family, Nation

1.3.5 � Concept and Characteristics of Social Institutions

So far we learnt how sociologists conceptualise groups and identified 
its distinct characteristics, now let us focus on how sociologists perceive 
‘social institution’. The smooth functioning of any society requires the 
system to regulate behaviour and meeting people’s basic needs. Such 
systems are called social institutions. They give stability, continuity 
and order by prescribing acceptable patterns of behaviour and guiding 
individuals in social roles. 

In sociology, social institution refers to the relatively enduring system 
of norms, values, roles and procedures created in order to satisfy basic 
human needs. Institutions are not material structures; they are organized 
behavioural patterns that regulate major spheres of social life. For 
example, marriage is the social institution while family is the social group 
in which marriage takes place. As stated by MacIver and Page, institutions 
are established forms or procedures representing the activities of a group. 
According to Kingsley Davis, institutions are interrelated systems of social 
norms organized around social functions. 

Institutions are necessary for any society because there are some 
human needs that exist universally. The need for reproduction results in 
family institution, the need for learning leads to educational institutions, 
production and consumption needs lead to economic institutions and 
governance needs give rise to political institutions. The religion, law and 
education also emerge. 

 One of the key characteristics of social institutions is That they 
are relatively stable and develop gradually for a long time. The second 
characteristic of social institution is normative because it sets the acceptable 
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behaviour patterns and establishes standards which individuals will follow. 
Institutions are also collective and reflect the values and expectations of 
society, not the preferences of individuals. 

The significant characteristic of institutions is that they are dynamic. 
Institutions give stability but adapt to changes in social life. For example, 
there were many changes in the family institution under the influence of 
urbanization, industrialization, women’s education and technology. In the 
same way, the educational institutions use new technologies to meet the 
requirements of contemporary society.

1.3.6 � Types and Functions of Social Institutions

There are several major social institutions that perform vital functions 
in ensuring the survival and development of the society. Despite their 
differing cultural forms, their basic functions are quite alike. The family 
is considered to be the primary social institution since it provides the 
reproduction, socialization, emotional support and transmission of 
cultural values between generations. The family is the first place where 
individuals learn language, customs, norms and social roles. 

The educational institution transmits knowledge, develops skills and 
prepares individuals for participation in economic and social processes. 
In the modern society the educational institutions cultivate the scientific 
approach, patriotism, creativity and social mobility. The economic 
institution provides the production, distribution and consumption of 
goods and services. It controls economic activities, employment, trade and 
allocation of resources needed for meeting people’s needs. 

The political institution guarantees law and order, the protection of 
the citizens, creation of the public policies and effective administration of 
society. The government, legislative bodies and judiciary systems perform 
these functions. The religious institution gives moral guidance, creates 
common beliefs and values, promotes social cohesion and answers the 
fundamental questions about human life. Though the role of religion is 
changing in many modern societies, it influences the social behaviours 
and traditions. 

Besides these major institutions there exist specialized institutions 
dealing with health care, media, science, environmental protection and 
social services. These institutions respond to the new needs of the society 
and provide more efficient functioning of complex societies. 

The functions of social institutions include: 
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 	 ➢ satisfy basic human and social needs

 	 ➢ control individual and collective behaviour

 	 ➢ ensure social order and stability

 	 ➢ transmit culture and social values

 	 ➢  facilitate social integration and cooperation

 	 ➢ ensure continuity and adaptation to social changes.

Figure 1.1 Major social institutions and their primary functions 
in society

Social institutions are interdependent. changes in one institution will 
bring changes in other institutions. For instance, the development in the 
field of education influence the possibilities of getting employment, the 
functioning of family and the economic development. This interdependence 
demonstrates the degree of integration of social organization. 

1.3.7 � Concept and Characteristics of Associations

Can grouping of individuals take another form different from social 
groups and communities? We will analyse the answer to this question 
in the next few paragraphs. Individuals often unite into groups in order 
to realise some specific goals which are less possible individually. Such 
organized groups are called associations. As opposed to communities that 
arise spontaneously due to the joint life and experience, associations are 
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intentionally created in order to meet some social, economic, educational, 
cultural, religious or political needs. 

Association is a formally organized group that voluntarily unites 
individuals in order to reach one or several common goals. The membership 
of the association is usually voluntary and its activity is regulated by written 
rules, regulations and duties. According to MacIver and Page, association 
is “an organization deliberately formed for the pursuit of some interest 
or group of interests”. This definition highlights the main characteristics 
of associations viz. they are intentionally created and aim to reach some 
specific goals. 

Associations greatly differ from each other in terms of the size, scope 
and functions. Some examples of associations are a village youth club, a 
teachers’ association, a trade union, a cooperative society, a professional 
association, a political party, NGO and an international organization. They 
differ in their purposes, However, they all share the common characteristic 
feature of being organized groups created for reaching some specific goals. 

Some main characteristics of the associations are as follows: 

 	 ➢ voluntary organizations since individuals usually voluntarily 
become members

 	 ➢ goal-oriented organizations aiming to reach some specific goals, 
but not managing all spheres of social life

 	 ➢  formal structure consisting of office holders, rules, constitutions 
and procedures of decision-making

 	 ➢ membership is limited and ends with the resignation, realization of 
the goal for which the person became member of the association or 
failure to comply with the requirements. 

In the contemporary society, associations gained much importance 
since they allow individuals to get involved in different social, political, 
economic, educational and cultural activities and contribute to the 
development of democracy by creating the grounds for collective actions. 

1.3.8 � Comparing Groups, Institutions, and Associations

Social groups, social institutions and associations are distinct 
sociological concepts, but they are very closely connected and constitute 
the structure of the society. The knowledge of their relations is very 
important for analysis of the social life organization. Social group is the 
most primitive form of social organization. It includes the individuals who 
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communicate regularly and establish social relations amongst themselves. 
Due to these relations the members of social group create common norms, 
values and behaviour. 

With the increasing complexity of the society the repetition of the 
behaviour turns into social institution. The institutions provide the 
established rules and norms regulating the most important spheres of 
social life like family, education, religion, economy and government. As 
opposed to social groups, institutions do not consist of individuals, they 
are organized systems of behaviour regulating social actions.

 Association is a purposefully created organization with specific goals. 
The associations usually act within the frames of the social institutions. 
For instance, the school is the association acting within the frames of the 
educational institution and bank acts within the frames of the economic 
institution. The same can be said about the political party – it acts within 
the frames of the government and political institution. 

In sociological discourse, these concepts are complementary and 
not contradictory. Social groups form the base of the social interaction, 
institutions regulate this interaction with the help of the norms and values 
and associations organize the united effort of individuals in order to reach 
some specific goals. 

The difference between these concepts is very important in sociological 
research. The lack of clarity about these can result in misrepresentation of 
social phenomena. Comparative knowledge allows sociologists to analyze 
the structure of society more efficiently. It also makes clear the ways in 
which different types of social organization support the social order and 
development. 

Table 1.3.2 Difference between Social Groups, Institutions 
and Associations

Basis Social Group
Social 

Institution
Association

Concept

A collection 
of individuals 
interacting with 
one another

An established 
system of norms 
and procedures

A formally 
organized group 
established for a 
specific purpose
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Formation
Develops 
naturally through 
interaction

Evolves gradually 
to meet social 
needs

Deliberately 
created by 
individuals

Membership
Based on 
interaction and 
belonging

Individuals 
participate 
through social 
roles

Usually 
voluntary and 
formal

Objective
Social interaction 
and mutual 
relationships

Regulation of 
social behaviour 
and fulfilment of 
social needs

Achievement of 
specific goals

Examples
Family, 
peer group, 
neighbourhood

Family, 
education, 
religion, economy

Trade union, 
cooperative 
society, political 
party, NGO

1.3.9 � Let us Sum up

Social groups, social institutions and associations are the basic elements 
of social organization. Social groups constitute the base of the interaction 
and identity. Social institutions govern the behavior and perform the 
vital functions in society. Associations are organized groups created for 
reaching some specific goals.

1.3.10  � Keywords

Social Group, Primary Group, Secondary Group, Formal Group, 
Informal Group, Reference Group, Social Organization, Social Interaction

1.1.11  Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define a social group and discuss its significance in society.  

2.	 Explain how social groups are classified, with suitable examples.  

3.	 Discuss the concept, characteristics, and functions of social 
institutions.  

4.	 Define an association and compare it to a social group and a social 
institution.  

5.	 Examine the relationship among social groups, institutions, and 
associations with appropriate examples. 
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Lesson 1.4 - Status and Role

Structure

1.4.1 	 Objectives

1.4.2 	 Introduction

1.4.3 	 Concept of Status

1.4.4 	 Types of Status

1.4.5 	 Concept of Role

1.4.6 	 Types and Characteristics of Role

1.4.7 	 Interrelationship between Status and Role

1.4.8 	 Role Conflict and Role Strain

1.4.9 	 Contemporary Relevance of Status and Role

1.4.10 	 Let us Sum up

1.4.11 	 Keywords

1.4.12 	 Self-Assessment Questions

1.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concepts of status and role. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between different types of status and role. 

 	 ➢ analyse the relationship between status and role. 

1.4.2 � Introduction

The notions of status and role play a crucial role in sociology 
because these concepts reveal the organization of social life and people’s 
participation in it. Status defines the social place occupied by an individual 
whereas role stands for the corresponding expected behaviour of the 
individual. Status and role help us analyze the processes of interaction, 
social organization, and functioning of institutions. These concepts also 
reveal how individuals in contemporary society manage their roles and 
adapt to the constantly changing requirements of social life. 

1.4.3 � Concept of Status

Status refers to the position occupied by an individual in a society 
or social group. There are various social positions in every society and 
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individuals occupy these positions depending on such criteria as age, 
sex, occupation, education, origin, and achievements. Every status 
involves some rights, advantages, obligations, and responsibilities that 
are recognized by society. According to Ralph Linton, status refers to “a 
position in a particular system which an individual occupies at a particular 
time”., it is important to recognise that status denotes a socially recognized 
position rather than the individual occupying it. 

MacIver and Page regarded status as the social position that 
determined the prestige, influence, and responsibility of an individual 
in society. Consequently, status connotes a socially recognized position 
that influences interpersonal relationships. Status is closely connected 
with the social structure because it organizes social relations between 
people. It creates expectations for authority, responsibility, and behaviour. 
For example, the status of a teacher is associated with the expectations 
concerning teaching, guiding, and professional conduct. In turn, the status 
of a judge implies authority, justice, and administering justice. 

Every individual occupies many statuses since participation in 
different spheres of life presupposes different roles. A university professor, 
for example, may be simultaneously a parent, a researcher, a citizen, a 
neighbour, and a member of professional organization. All these statuses 
define social interactions and complicate social life. 

Status is vital for determining prestige and power in society. Some 
statuses are considered more prestigious because of cultural values, job 
reputation, and institutional influence. Therefore, the study of statuses 
allows sociologists to learn more about social stratification, inequalities, 
and interaction patterns.

1.4.4 � Types of Status

Sociologists classify statuses in order to explain how individuals 
acquire their positions in society. The classification suggested by Ralph 
Linton is the most accepted and it includes ascribed status and achieved 
status. 

The ascribed status is assigned to an individual by society independently 
of personal choice and efforts of an individual. These statuses are usually 
assigned automatically either from the moment of birth or during lifetime. 
Age, sex, family origin, kinship ties, and ethnic background usually 
determine ascribed status. As the individual do not have control over these 
characteristics, ascribed statuses are not related to efforts of an individual. 
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The achieved status is reached by an individual owing to her/his 
abilities, education, efforts, profession, or achievements. Modern societies 
value achieved statuses more because they provide more opportunities for 
education, employment, and promotion. The status such as a post-graduate, 
a teacher, an engineer, a doctor, a scientist, a judge, an entrepreneur, and 
an athlete are achieved statuses. 

As sociologists make a distinction between ascribed and achieved 
statuses, a combination of both the statuses can be realized simultaneously 
in the course of social life. The chances of obtaining certain positions can 
be influenced by ascribed characteristics such as origin, gender, and social 
class of an individual. Therefore, sociologists examine these two types of 
status when they study social stratification and mobility. 

 There is also the notion of master status, proposed by Everett C. 
Hughes. Master status refers to the social position that mostly influences 
how an individual is perceived and treated by others. For example, the job, 
the political role, and the religious position may be the master status for a 
person. 

Similarly, Robert K. Merton introduced the notion of status set which 
denotes all statuses held by an individual at a definite moment. Individuals 
participate in different institutions and organizations and, therefore, the 
concept of status set is needed in order to understand the complexity of 
modern social life.

Table 1.4.1 Types of Status

Type of Status Basis Examples

Ascribed Status Assigned by society
Age, sex, caste, family 
background

Achieved Status Acquired through effort
Teacher, doctor, engineer, 
scientist

Master Status Dominant social identity
Judge, political leader, 
university professor

Status Set
Collection of multiple 
statuses

Parent, employee, citizen, 
researcher



Notes

33

1.4.5 � Concept of Role

Every human being occupies different roles in society and fulfils varied 
functions according to the expectations from those roles. An individual 
may be a daughter or a son, a student, a teacher, a parent, an employee, a 
voter, or a community leader. Each of these roles do have its own rights, 
duties, and expectations. 

Every social status is associated with a pattern of behaviour, which 
is role. While status is the position of an individual in society, role is the 
behaviour of an individual occupying that position. Thus, status and 
role are inseparable concepts since it is impossible to understand one 
without another. According to Ralph Linton, role connotes the active 
aspect of status. Status defines a social position of an individual whereas 
role connotes the rights, duties, obligations, and expected behaviour of 
an individual. For example, a good teacher will perform such duties as 
effective teaching, fair evaluation of students, maintenance of discipline, 
and support of educational process. Similarly, a judge will administer 
justice and a physician will render qualified medical assistance. 

Roles are created by society but not by an individual. Social expectations 
concerning individuals in certain statuses are fixed in society in the form of 
customs, traditions, laws, regulations, and culture. Therefore, individuals 
learn roles through socialization and adopt norms which regulate their 
behaviour. 

Moreover, performance of roles may vary from individual to individual 
because of social background, personality, socialization, training, 
experience, motivation, and other factors influencing their performance 
of roles. However, common expectations concerning roles create order 
in society and allow individuals to foresee the behaviour of others. In 
modern societies, individuals perform many roles simultaneously because 
of multiple statuses.

1.4.6 � Types and Characteristics of Role

There are several types of roles depending on the situation and context. 
Expected role, perceived role, and performed role are distinguished by 
sociologists. The expected role is a behaviour that society expects from 
a person having a certain status. Such expectations depend on existing 
social norms and institutional requirements. Students, for example, are 
expected to participate in educational activities and keep discipline.
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Perceived role is an individual’s perception of his/her responsibilities in 
the case of a certain status. Individuals perceive the same roles differently 
due to their experience, views, and beliefs. Performed role is a behaviour 
of a person when he/she fulfils his/her role. Different individuals can 
perform roles not identically due to their different qualities, attitudes, and 
circumstances.

The nature of role is delineated by certain characteristics. 

 	 ➢ It is defined by society as a set of expectations regarding behaviour 
in a certain position. 

 	 ➢ It is also dynamic since it changes depending on changes in social, 
economic and technological aspects of life. 

 	 ➢ Roles are functional since they help in the efficient functioning of 
institutions and organizations.

 	 ➢ Roles are interdependent as role performance by an individual 
depends on another individual’s role performance. For example, 
a teacher’s role is conceptual only within the frame of relations 
with students, and a doctor’s role requires patient-doctor relations. 
Study of roles allows sociologists to analyze contribution of 
individuals to society and the impact of social expectations on 
human behaviour.

1.4.7 � Interrelationship between Status and Role

Status and role are interrelated sociological concepts. Each status 
implies one or several roles, each of which is fulfilled by a person having 
a certain status. In other words, status connotes social position, whereas 
role denotes behaviour of a person who holds a certain position. Such 
interconnection between status and role can be seen in the analysis of 
everyday life. For example, status of a university professor includes several 
roles such as teaching, research, mentoring, and administrative activities. 
Status of a parent includes child-rearing, emotional support, education of 
children, and transmission of culture to them.

While status and role are related, they are not identical. Status 
is relatively stable because it refers to a social position, whereas role is 
dynamic as it includes behaviour, which can undergo change depending on 
the circumstances. Individuals can fulfil roles in a certain status in different 
way depending on their qualities, attitudes, and social environment. 
Connection between status and role plays a vital role in the maintenance of 
social order. As both positions and behavioural expectations are defined by 
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society, individuals can coordinate their behaviour effectively. Fulfilment 
of roles by individuals results in proper functioning of institutions and 
stability of social relationships.

1.4.8 � Role Conflict and Role Strain

Modern societies require individuals to perform several roles at once. 
Multiple role performance increases social participation, but sometimes 
it may cause problems if roles imply different expectations. Role conflict 
takes place when an individual holds two or more statuses with roles 
that contradict each other. For example, a working woman, who is a 
mother, will experience contradictions between her professional and 
family responsibilities. Likewise, a women police officer, for example, 
may encounter contradictory roles if she needs to enforce law against her 
friends or relatives.

On the other hand, role strain takes place if contradictory expectations 
appear concerning a certain status. A school principal, for example, 
may need to keep discipline in school, help teachers, satisfy parents’ 
expectations, enforce government regulations, and increase academic 
achievements of students all at once. It may be rather hard to fulfil such 
contradictory expectations involving compromises and discontent.

Robert K. Merton drew attention to the problem of role conflict and 
role strain and emphasized the fact that complex social structures often 
impose contradictory expectations on individuals. Sociologists consider 
these concepts as useful tools in studying stress, organizational behaviour, 
job issues, and changing family relationships. As societies become more 
specialized and technologically advanced, the phenomenon of role 
conflict and role strain becomes more common. Flexibility of work, 
digital communication, and changes in gender roles provide individuals 
with additional opportunities, but make role performance more and more 
challenging.

1.4.9 � Contemporary Relevance of Status and Role

The concepts of status and role remain highly relevant in the 
modern world. Globalization, technology advancement, urbanization, 
and changes in family structure led to changes in social interactions and 
social participation. New social statuses and roles became possible due to 
development of digital technologies. For example, content creator, social 
media influencer, data analyst, online teacher, and digital entrepreneur 
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became well-established social statuses with specific responsibilities and 
expectations.

Moreover, increased educational possibilities and economic growth 
contributed to growing significance of achieved status in various societies. 
Technical skills, knowledge and education play greater role than before in 
determining a person’s social status. Nevertheless, factors such as gender, 
ethnicity and family background affect opportunities in many cases.

The concepts of status and role allow sociologists to study leadership, 
organizational behaviour, professional ethics, family relationships, social 
mobility, and identity formation. Status and role are highly relevant 
concepts in the analysis of traditional and new types of social organization 
in the contemporary society.

1.4.10  � Let us Sum up

The concepts of status and role are complementary notions describing 
a person’s social position and corresponding behaviour. While status 
describes a social position of an individual, role refers to the rights, 
responsibilities, and behaviour expected from a certain social position. 
Individuals perform several roles simultaneously because they hold several 
statuses.

The concepts of ascribed status, achieved status, master status, 
role conflict, and role strain provide valuable information about social 
interactions and social organization. These concepts remain highly relevant 
in studying the changing nature of family, profession, organization, and 
digital environment.

1.4.11  � Keywords

Ascribed Status, Achieved Status, Master Status, Status Set, Role 
Performance, Role Conflict, Role Strain

1.4.12  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define status and describe its different types using relevant 
examples. 

2.	 Explain the concept of role and explore its characteristics. 

3.	 Discuss how status and role are interrelated in social life. 

4.	 Differentiate between role conflict and role strain with appropriate 
examples. 

5.	 Assess the relevance of status and role in understanding social life 
in contemporary society.
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Lesson 1.5 - Contemporary Relevance of Sociological Concepts

Structure

1.5.1 	 Objectives

1.5.2 	 Introduction

1.5.3 	 Sociological Concepts in Contemporary Society

1.5.4 	 Application of Sociological Concepts in the Digital Age

1.5.5 	 Sociological Perspectives on Emerging Social Realities

1.5.6 	 Relevance of Sociological Concepts in Sociological Analysis

1.5.7 	 Let us Sum up

1.5.8 	 Keywords

1.5.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

1.5.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the relevance of sociological concepts. 

 	 ➢ apply sociological concepts to contemporary social life experiences. 

 	 ➢ analyse emerging social realities from a sociological perspective. 

1.5.2 � Introduction

The ideas of society, community, social groups, institutions, 
associations, status, and role are the backbone of sociological discourse. 
They were created to explain how society is organized and functions, 
and they remain relevant for understanding contemporary social life. 
Even though social organization changed significantly consequent 
to industrialization, globalization, urbanization, and technological 
advancements, these concepts still guide sociological inquiry and theory.

 Contemporary societies are marked by greater social diversity, quick 
communication, digital technologies, global networks, and changing 
institutional arrangements. These changes did not reduce the importance 
of fundamental sociological concepts; instead, they expanded the scope 
of how these concepts can be applied. Sociologists use these ideas to 
explore new forms of social interaction, organizational structures, identity 
formation, and patterns of social change. 



Notes

38

1.5.3 � Sociological Concepts in Contemporary Society

The concepts from earlier lessons provide a framework for 
understanding the structure and functioning of contemporary societies. 
The idea of society helps sociologists analyze large social systems and the 
institutions that govern collective life. Increasing globalization greatly 
enhanced interactions among societies, granting greater relevance to 
comparative sociological analysis than ever before.

 The concept of community also has undergone a dramatic change. 
Traditional communities were based on geographic proximity and face 
to face interactions. In contemporary society, communities often form 
on the basis of shared interests, jobs, identities, and online platforms. 
Professional networks, online learning communities, and social media 
groups demonstrate how communities have grown beyond physical 
spaces. 

On the other hand, social groups continue to shape identity, 
socialization, and collective action. Individuals belong to family groups, 
educational institutions, workplaces, professional associations, political 
organizations, and digital networks throughout their lives. Being part 
of these groups influences values, attitudes, aspirations, and behaviour 
patterns.

 Similarly, Social institutions still regulate key aspects of life as 
well. However, they adjusted to economic and technological changes. 
Educational institutions increasingly offer online learning options, 
healthcare institutions use digital technologies, and economic institutions 
operate through global financial networks. These changes show that 
institutions remain stable while adapting to contemporary developments. 

 The concepts of status and role still hold importance in understanding 
social relationship. Growing job diversity, educational opportunities, and 
technological advances have created new statuses and expanded the range 
of roles individuals take on. Grasping these concepts enables sociologists 
to study leadership, organizational behaviour, professional ethics, and 
social mobility within rapidly changing societal contexts. 

1.5.4 � Application of Sociological Concepts in the Digital Age

 The twenty-first century has witnessed remarkable progress in 
information and communication technology, which fundamentally altered 
how individuals interact, communicate, work, and organize social life. 
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Such advancement in Digital technologies have not replaced sociological 
concepts; instead, they offered new social settings for applying these 
concepts for examining and interpreting contemporary social phenomena. 

 The rapid growth of the internet and social media have largely modified 
the nature of society by increasing global connections. Individuals can now 
take part in social, economic, educational, and political activities across 
borders. This elucidates the idea of a global society where events in one 
location can affect lives elsewhere. 

The idea of community also has changed significantly. Historically, 
communities were often identified with villages or neighbourhoods 
where individuals interacted directly. In contemporary society, virtual 
communities play an important role in social life. Individuals with similar 
interests, professions, academic goals, or social issues create online 
communities that promote communication, knowledge sharing, and 
collective action. Even if these communities lack geographical closeness, 
they can still show strong sense of belonging.

 Digital technologies also altered social groups. Professional networks, 
online discussion forums, research collaborations, and virtual classrooms 
illustrate how group interaction increasingly takes place on digital 
platforms. This change opened up new communication opportunities 
while also introducing challenges like privacy issues, misinformation, 
digital inequality, and cyber ethics. 

The concepts of status and role gained new dimensions as well. New 
job titles such as software developer, data scientist, digital entrepreneur, 
content creator, and social media manager arisen due to technological 
changes. These roles bring specific responsibilities that were mostly absent 
in earlier societies. Thus, sociologists continue to use the concepts of 
status and role to study new occupations, organizational arrangements, 
and social interaction patterns in the digital age.

1.5.5 � Sociological Perspectives on Emerging Social Realities

Contemporary society is experiencing rapid social change, 
growing diversity, and increasing complexity. Globalization, migration, 
technological advances, changing demographics, and environmental 
challenges produced new social realities that need sociological 
interpretation. From a functionalist perspective, these changes show 
how society and its institutions can adapt to new conditions. Educational 



Notes

40

institutions, families, governments, and economic organizations regularly 
alter their structures and functions to address emerging social needs.

 On the contrary, the conflict perspective highlights ongoing 
inequalities related to social class, gender, ethnicity, and resource access. 
While technological progress created new opportunities, it also led to new 
forms of inequality, especially pertaining to digital access, education, jobs, 
and economic resources. Sociologists study how power and resources are 
differentially distributed in contemporary society. 

On the other hand, the interactionist perspective focuses on daily 
social interaction and the concepts individuals attach to their experiences. 
Digital communication, online identities, virtual interactions, and social 
networking broadened the scope of symbolic interaction, making it a 
significant area of sociological study. 

These theoretical perspectives show that foundational sociological 
concepts are crucial for analysing contemporary society. Whether looking 
at artificial intelligence, digital communication, migration, globalization, 
or shifting family structures, sociologists rely on these fundamental 
concepts to understand social reality. 

1.5.6 � Relevance of Sociological Concepts in Sociological Analysis

Study of sociology requires knowledge of its concepts as they 
provide instruments for sociological analysis. Concepts such as society, 
community, social group, institution, association, status and role are used 
by sociologists to classify social phenomena, theorizing, researching and 
interpretation of social patterns. Concepts help in conducting comparative 
analyses. With the use of common frameworks of concepts sociologists are 
able to make comparisons of different societies, institutions and cultures 
throughout history.

In addition, sociological concepts are the foundation of empirical 
research. Every sociological investigation requires clearly defined concepts 
in order to formulate research questions, collect data and interpret results. 
Without clearly defined concepts any sociological research cannot be 
scientific.

Concepts are also important even beyond sociological investigation. 
Governmental bodies, administrators, teachers, social workers, 
development professionals and organizations of civil society can also 
utilize sociological concepts in understanding social problems and 
their solutions. Problems such as poverty, unemployment, migration, 
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social exclusion, inequality of education and urbanization can be better 
understood by applying sociological concepts. Therefore, sociological 
concepts learned in this unit serve as intellectual basis of sociology. It is 
very important both for understanding of traditional social structures and 
for analysis of challenges of contemporary society.

1.5.7 � Let us Sum up

Core concepts of sociology continue to serve as the theoretical 
foundation of contemporary society. The processes of globalization, 
urbanization, migration and technological changes do not undermine the 
significance of such sociological concepts as society, community, social 
groups, institutions, status and role. Conversely, they are Not only useful 
for sociological investigation but also for analysis of the current social 
reality and addressing social challenges. Knowledge of these concepts is 
necessary for advanced study of sociology and sociological research.

1.5.8 � Keywords

Globalization, Digital Society, Virtual Community, Social Networks, 
Social Change, Sociological Concepts

1.5.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Discuss the relevance of sociological concepts in understanding 
contemporary society.

2.	 Explain the transformation of the concepts of society and community 
due to globalization and digital technology.

3.	 Analyze the applicability of sociological concepts to the analysis of 
emerging social realities.

4.	 Describe the importance of sociological concepts for sociological 
research and policy making.

5.	 Critically evaluate the following statement: “Classical sociological 
concepts are relevant in explaining the contemporary social life 
despite technological and social changes.”
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UNIT – II

Social Processes

Introduction

Society is not a static phenomenon but a dynamic system of constant 
interaction. Such interaction produces different types of social relationships, 
which affect social organization, integration, and change. Sociologists refer 
the patterns of constant interaction as social processes. It is explained how 
individuals and groups cooperate, compete, accommodate, assimilate, and 
confront each other in the process of realizing their interests.

The study of social processes plays an important role in sociology, 
since it explains how society works and what kinds of social relationships 
can exist within society. Each society faces integrative and disintegrative 
processes, which create stability and cause changes. While cooperation 
helps to strengthen social bonds and achieve social unity, competition 
and confrontation are likely to initiate innovations, social mobility, and 
transformation of institutions. Accommodation and assimilation help 
individuals and groups with different social and cultural background to 
adjust to one another.

In modern times, the rapid urbanization, globalization, migration, 
innovation, and communication have changed the patterns of social 
interaction. Therefore, the investigation of social processes becomes very 
important for understanding the new patterns of cooperation, competition, 
identity, and social change.

Objectives

After studying this unit, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept of social processes. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between different forms of social processes. 

 	 ➢ analyse associative and dissociative social processes. 

 	 ➢ examine the role of social processes in maintaining social order and 
social change. 

 	 ➢ apply sociological concepts to understand contemporary patterns 
of social interaction. 
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Lesson 2.1 - Concept and Nature of Social Processes

Structure

2.1.1 	 Objectives

2.1.2 	 Introduction

2.1.3 	 Concept of Social Process

2.1.4 	 Characteristics of Social Processes

2.1.5 	 Classification of Social Processes

2.1.6 	 Relevance of Social Processes in contemporary Society

2.1.7 	 Social Processes and Social Change

2.1.8 	 Let us sum up

2.1.9 	 Keywords

2.1.10 	Self-Assessment Questions

2.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept of social processes. 

 	 ➢ describe the characteristics and types of social processes. 

 	 ➢ examine the importance of social processes in society. 

2.1.2 � Introduction

The existence of human society is due to constant social interaction. 
Any social relationship is based on actions and reactions, which influence 
behavior of others and contribute to the functioning of society. The 
constant patterns of interaction are called social processes. They show how 
individuals build their relations, work together, solve problems, compete, 
and adapt to social reality.

Social processes are important for sociological discourse, since they 
demonstrate the structural and dynamic character of society. With the help 
of processes like cooperation, competition, accommodation, assimilation, 
and confrontation, individuals and groups constantly influence each other 
and contribute to social continuity and social change. These processes do 
not take place once but are the constantly operating phenomena in any 
society irrespective of its size, development level, and culture. This lesson 
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introduces the notion and characteristics of social processes and their 
importance for studying the functioning and development of society.

2.1.3 � Concept of Social Process

The term social process refers to the constant patterns of interaction 
through which individuals and groups establish their relations, influence 
each other, and contribute to the functioning of society. Social processes 
emerge wherever individuals interact, because any interaction leads 
to certain consequences, which shape social behavior and social 
organization.

As it was stated by Gillin and Gillin, social processes are “the ways in 
which individuals and groups interact and establish social relationships.” 
In the same way, MacIver and Page regarded social processes as different 
modes through which social relationships emerged, persisted, and 
changed.

Unlike isolated social actions, social processes are constant and 
repetitive. They include sequences of interactions, not individual events. 
For instance, cooperation within a family, competition between business 
organizations, accommodation between political groups, and assimilation 
of immigrants to a new society are social processes, since these constitute 
the constant patterns of social interaction.

2.1.4 � Characteristics of Social Processes

Social processes are universal in their nature. All societies, independent 
of their cultural or economic features, experience both cooperative and 
competitive interaction. Some processes strengthen social unity and 
cooperation, whereas other ones generate conflicts and confrontation. 
Thus, these processes shape the structure and development of society.

Sociologists usually classify social processes into two main categories 
viz. associative processes that promote social integration and cooperation 
and dissociative processes that involve competition, confrontation, and 
opposition. Even though these two categories of processes seem opposite, 
both of them make an important contribution to the functioning and 
evolution of society.

Social processes are characterized by some distinct features that 
separate them from isolated social actions or individual behavior. These 
processes represent the organized and constant patterns of interaction 
through which society functions, maintains order, and evolves. 
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Understanding these features is relevant for analyzing the dynamic 
character of social life.

The first important feature of social processes is their continuity. 
Human interaction is a constant phenomenon, and not a set of isolated 
actions. Individuals interact with their family members, colleagues, 
neighbors, institutions, and society throughout their life. The constant 
interactions lead to formation of stable behavioral patterns, which become 
social processes. For example, cooperation within a family or competition 
in the labor market are not temporary actions but a constant pattern of 
behavior.

A second feature of social processes is their dynamism. Society is 
constantly changing due to the influence of technological innovation, 
economic development, political transformation, demographic changes, 
and cultural interaction. With the changes in society, social relations change 
as well. New forms of communication, digital technology, globalization, 
and migration have changed the traditional patterns of interaction and 
have given rise to patterns.

Social processes are universal. All human societies, independent of 
their geographic location, cultural traditions, and level of economic 
development, experience the same forms of interaction. Cooperation, 
competition, accommodation, assimilation, and conflict can be observed 
in tribal societies, rural communities, industrial societies, and modern 
digital societies. Though these processes have different forms, their 
essence is the same in all societies.

Another important feature is their interactional character. Social 
processes always include two or more individuals or groups interacting 
with each other. Social processes cannot emerge in isolation, as they 
depend upon the interaction. For example, cooperation includes reciprocal 
interaction, competition involves rival individuals or groups, and 
confrontation assumes the confrontation of interests. Thus, interaction is 
the basis of any social process.

Social processes are functional, as they contribute to the maintenance 
and development of society. Associative processes such as cooperation 
and accommodation help to maintain social unity, whereas dissociative 
processes such as competition and conflict can stimulate innovation, 
institutional reforms, and social change. confrontation can have 
constructive functions by revealing inequalities and stimulating necessary 
reforms.
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Another feature is the interdependence of social processes. Social 
processes rarely emerge independently. Cooperation can co-exist with 
competition, and conflict can eventually result in accommodation 
or reconciliation. For instance, business organizations cooperate in 
professional associations and compete in the market. Similarly, political 
parties compete during elections, but cooperate in legislative processes in 
discussing the issues of national importance.

Finally, social processes are goal-directed. Individuals and groups 
engage in social interaction in order to reach particular goals. Their goals 
might be distinct, but purposive social interactions are always an integral 
part of any social process. Thus, Social processes provide not only stability 
of social order, but they are also responsible for adaptation and evolution 
in face of the changing social environment.

2.1.5 � Classification of Social Processes

Different classifications of social processes have been developed 
according to the features of social interactions and their outcomes. Even 
though different sociologists classify social processes in their unique 
way, commonly, social processes are categorized into two associative 
(integrative) processes and dissociative (disintegrative) processes.

2.1.5.1 � Associative Social Processes

Associative social processes enhance the social connections between 
individuals or groups and promote cooperation, unity and integration. 
These social processes inspire individuals to unite their efforts, solve 
problems peacefully and ensure social harmony.

Associative social processes are of the following types:

 	 ➢ Cooperation, when individuals or groups collaborate with each 
other in order to reach common goals. 

 	 ➢ Accommodation, by means of which conflicting individuals or 
groups adjust themselves and reach social equilibrium. 

 	 ➢ Assimilation, the process in the course of which individuals or 
groups adopt gradually the patterns of culture and social behavior 
of another group and get integrated with it. 

These social processes contribute to social stability and are very 
important for families, educational establishments, labor collectives, 
communities and even nations.
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2.1.5.2 � Dissociative Social Processes

Dissociative social processes are competition, confrontation and 
disagreement among individuals or groups. Even though they seem to be 
destructive, sociologists consider them important for the development of 
social life.

Dissociative social processes are of the following types:

 	 ➢ Competition, when individuals or groups struggle separately in 
order to reach certain goals or to obtain scarce resources. 

 	 ➢ Conflict, when confrontation becomes open and individuals or 
groups try consciously to resist, contradict and destroy the goals of 
another individual or group. 

Contrary to the common idea, dissociative processes are not always 
negative. Competitive struggle contributes to creativity and efficiency, 
while conflict usually uncovers the social inequalities and bring about 
institutional changes. Therefore, both associative and dissociative 
processes promote social development and transformation.

2.1.5.3 � interrelationship Between Associative and Dissociative 
Processes

This distinction between associative and dissociative processes is only 
analytical. In reality, these processes occur simultaneously and sometimes 
complement each other. Cooperation can occur after the conflict and 
competition can exist in cooperation.

For instance, members of the university cooperate for reaching 
educational goals, but at the same time students compete for getting 
scholarship, honors and job opportunities. Political parties compete during 
elections, but cooperate in parliamentary commissions for developing 
public policies. All these examples show that social life cannot be studied 
separately from these processes.

Table 2.1.1  Classification of Social Processes

Category Major Processes Primary Outcome

Associative 
Processes

Cooperation, Accommodation, 
Assimilation

Social integration and 
stability

Dissociative 
Processes

Competition, Conflict
Social differentiation, 
change, and 
transformation
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We will take up Detailed discussion of these particular processes 
in the following lessons. This knowledge of the general classification of 
social processes provides the basis for the analysis of the variety of social 
interactions in contemporary society.

2.1.6 � Relevance of Social Processes in Contemporary Society

Social processes are of great importance for the understanding of 
society because they provide the explanation of how individuals and groups 
establish their relationships, how social order is maintained and how 
societies adapt to the changing conditions. Societies are not static entities, 
they are the systems of interactions that continuously shape individuals 
and their institutions. The study of social processes gives sociologists the 
possibility to understand not only how societies work, but also why they 
change.

One of the main reasons to study social processes is that they maintain 
social organization. Any society needs continuous social interaction of its 
members for survival and existence. Cooperation among family members, 
students, workers and politicians allows individuals to achieve common 
goals and perform collective tasks. Without cooperative relationship, no 
society would be able to maintain its economic, political and cultural 
stability.

Social processes play an important role in maintaining social order. 
The institutions like family, education, religion and government use 
social interactions for regulation of people’s behavior and reinforcing 
social norms. Accommodation helps individuals and groups to solve 
their conflicts peacefully and thus reduces social tensions and promotes 
stability. By means of these social processes, societies can maintain their 
harmony despite different interests, beliefs or positions.

Another important role of social processes is social integration. 
Modern societies become increasingly more diverse in terms of language, 
religion, ethnicity, professional status and culture. Associative social 
processes such as cooperation and assimilation promote social interaction 
among diverse social groups and increase their integration. For example, 
educational institutions usually bring together students from different 
social environments, which fosters mutual understanding and respect due 
to shared experience.

Social processes play an important role in social transformation as 
well. Competition inspires individuals and organizations to improve their 
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activity, generate new ideas and adopt new practices. Similarly, conflict 
can question existing social inequalities, cause public discussion and 
institutional changes. Most of the social transformations including labor 
rights, gender equality, environmental protection and democratization 
have been achieved by the means of competition, negotiation and conflict.

Another important role of social processes is development of 
individual’s ability. Humans acquire language, values, norms, attitudes and 
behavioral models as a result of constant social interactions. Family, peer 
groups, school, workplace and community contribute to the formation of 
individual personality through various types of social interaction. Thus, 
social processes influence not only society as a whole, but the development 
of the individual identity as well.

Contemporary societies have acquired new dimensions of social 
processes in connection with globalization and technological progress. 
Social interaction of individuals from different countries and cultures by 
means of digital communication allows them to cooperate in scientific 
research, education, business and social movements. At the same time, 
social networks intensify the competition for information, influence and 
public attention, but create new types of disagreement and conflict. It is 
evident that social processes constantly change in response to the changing 
social conditions.

Therefore, the study of social processes provides sociologists the 
opportunity to understand the complex social interactions, which maintain 
continuity, conflict resolution, cooperation and adaptation of societies.

2.1.7 � Social Processes and Social Change

Social change and social processes are inseparably connected. 
There are no societies that do not experience constant change caused 
by interaction of their members and reactions to changing economic, 
political, technological, cultural and other factors. Indeed, social change 
occurs due to social processes.

Cooperation plays an important role in ensuring planned social change. 
Cooperation between the government, educational organizations, NGOs, 
and local communities allows implementation of different programmes 
aimed at solving problems in social spheres such as health, literacy, 
conservation of environment, reduction of poverty and rural development. 
Thus, processes of cooperation show how interaction of individuals and 
groups can lead to change in society.
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Competition is another important factor of social change. In economic 
activities, competition fosters innovation, increases production and 
improves the quality of products and services. Educational competition 
encourages students to improve themselves while competition between 
different organizations leads to technological advancement and 
organizational efficiency. While too much competition may cause 
stress and inequality, moderate competition often works as a catalyst of 
development.

Conflict is considered to be an important agent of social change as 
well. classical sociologists considered Conflicts to be the main driver of 
historical changes. For example, according to Karl Marx, conflicts resulting 
from inequality in allocation of economic resources will ultimately result 
in structural changes in society. Modern sociology acknowledges the role 
of social movements, labor strikes, environmental movements, feminist 
movements, and movements for social justice in legislative changes and 
organizational development.

Accommodation and assimilation are important processes that 
help individuals adjust to changing societies. Migration, urbanization 
and globalization bring together representatives of different cultures. 
Accommodation allows peaceful management of differences, while 
assimilation promotes integration due to sharing of culture and values.

These processes have acquired special significance in the age 
of technology. Innovations such as artificial intelligence, digital 
communication and online education have changed the ways individuals 
work, learn, govern and interact. This has led to emergence of new forms 
of cooperation, competition and conflict.

Thus, it becomes obvious that social processes cannot be considered 
as independent kinds of interaction. These are dynamic mechanisms of 
maintaining continuity of societies and adaptation to new conditions. 
Investigation of these processes allows sociologists to study stability and 
changes in human society.

2.1.8 � Let us Sum Up

Processes of social interaction are recurring patterns through which 
individuals and groups build relations, organize society and ensure 
social change. Social processes are continuous, dynamic, universal and 
interactive. These are the basic elements of social life of any society.
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Classification of social processes into associative and dissociative 
helps to understand various types of social interaction. Social processes 
integrate society, regulate behavior, encourage innovation and adaptation 
to changing social conditions.

2.1.9 � Keywords

Associative Process, Dissociative Process, Cooperation, Competition, 
Accommodation, Assimilation, Conflict 

2.1.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define social process and discuss its major characteristics. 

2.	 Explain the classification of social processes with suitable examples. 

3.	 Examine the importance of social processes in maintaining social 
order and promoting social integration. 

4.	 Discuss the relationship between social processes and social change. 

5.	 Critically analyse the relevance of social processes in understanding 
contemporary society.
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Lesson 2.2 - Associative Social Processes

Structure

2.2.1 	 Objectives
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2.2.5 	 Types of Cooperation
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2.2.8 	 Forms and Methods of Accommodation

2.2.9 	 Significance of Accommodation

2.2.10 	 Concept and Characteristics of Assimilation

2.2.11 	 Factors Promoting and Hindering Assimilation

2.2.12 	 Importance of Assimilation in Contemporary Society

2.2.13 	� interrelationship among Cooperation, Accommodation and 
Assimilation

2.2.14 	 Let Us Sum Up

2.2.15 	 Keywords

2.2.16 	 Self-Assessment Questions

2.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the associative social processes. 

 	 ➢ distinguish among cooperation, accommodation and assimilation. 

 	 ➢ examine their significance in maintaining social order. 

2.2.2 � Introduction

Human society is possible due to the fact that individuals and groups 
do not only compete among themselves, but cooperate, adapt, establish 
harmony. All these forms of interaction increase social cohesion and help 
society function. Sociologists consider such integrative forms of social 
interaction associative social processes. Dissociative social processes 
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emphasize rivalry and conflict, while associative social processes help 
achieve unity, stability, and social good.

Associative social processes are necessary for the functioning of 
any society. Survival of families is based on cooperation of its members, 
educational establishments work thanks to cooperation between 
teachers and students, industries exist because of the coordination of 
efforts of employers and employees, while governments function owing 
to cooperation of various social institutions and citizens. Similarly, 
accommodation helps to resolve conflicts between individuals or groups 
without aggression, while assimilation contributes to social integration 
through the sharing of cultural norms and values.

Even though these processes differ, they often occur simultaneously 
in social interaction. Cooperation may result in accommodation in case 
of disagreement between people, while accommodation in the long run 
creates favorable conditions for assimilation. Thus, knowing about these 
processes helps sociologists explain the existence of social order in spite of 
the existence of disagreements, diversity and social transformations.

2.2.3 � Concept of Associative Social Processes

Social interaction does not necessarily imply the occurrence of rivalry 
or conflicts. Often, individuals or groups cooperate, adjust and establish 
harmonious relationships that help to integrate society. Such social 
interaction is called associative social processes.

Associative social processes are defined as such recurring patterns 
of social interaction that help to create cooperation, understanding, 
adjustment and integration of individuals and groups. They increase 
social solidarity, decrease tension and contribute to the stability of society. 
They are called integrative processes because they involve the cooperation 
of individuals who strive for common goals while being able to maintain 
harmonious social relationships.

According to MacIver and Page, society can be considered as a system of 
social relationships and these relationships exist due to constant interaction 
between individuals. Associative processes are an important part of such 
interaction as they help to organize collective life. Similarly, Gillin and Gillin 
considered cooperation, accommodation and assimilation as essential 
processes through which social relationships become organized and stable.

Associative social processes are present in each sphere of social life. 
Family members cooperate in managing household duties, students 
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cooperate in studying together, workers cooperate in organizing production 
at industries, while governments cooperate with citizens to implement 
public programs. In addition, victims of natural disasters often show a 
high level of cooperation and mutual help, which indicates the importance 
of associative processes under conditions of social crisis. Associative 
processes perform important functions as listed below:

 	 ➢ integrate society, 

 	 ➢ increase social relations, 

 	 ➢ allow to achieve collective goals, 

 	 ➢ decrease social tension and 

 	 ➢ contribute to the continuity of society

 	 ➢ encourage the development of trust, 

 	 ➢ promote reciprocity and 

 	 ➢ establish mutual respect 

These are essential for peaceful coexistence in multicultural societies. 
Nevertheless, associative processes do not imply the absence of disagreement 
or diversity. Instead, they are constructive processes that help individuals 
to solve disagreements and maintain social harmony. This characteristic 
makes them very important in contemporary multicultural and democratic 
societies.

2.2.4 � Concept and Characteristics of Cooperation

Among all associative social processes, cooperation is considered 
to be the most fundamental and universal. Without cooperation, no 
society could survive since any kind of social life implies the cooperation 
of individuals and groups. Whether it is families or international 
organizations, cooperation is the foundation of collective existence.

The term “cooperation” is derived from the Latin words “co” (together) 
and “operari” (to work) that literally mean working together. In sociology, 
cooperation can be described as a social process in which two or more 
individuals or groups cooperate consciously in order to achieve common 
goals or meet common interests.

According to A. W. Green, cooperation can be understood as a 
continuous and collective effort of individuals that is aimed at meeting 
common goals. Similarly, according to MacIver and Page, cooperation is 
a basic social interaction through which individuals cooperate in order to 
gain some advantages. Having understand the concept of cooperation, let 
us identify the key characteristics of cooperation.
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First of all, it is based on common goals. Individuals cooperate since 
they understand that some goals can be met easier with a collective effort 
rather than individually. Public infrastructure construction, disaster 
management, scientific research and implementation of community 
development programs require cooperation.

Second, cooperation implies conscious participation. Unlike accidental 
or coincidental social interaction, cooperative activity presupposes that 
individuals willingly use their knowledge, skills, resources or labor in 
order to achieve common goals.

Third, cooperation implies mutual dependence. Participants understand 
that success depends on the contribution of other participants. In modern 
societies, due to specialization, individuals and institutions become 
highly dependent on each other. Farmers need industries for producing 
agricultural machinery, industries need transportation companies, while 
consumers need both of them for receiving products and services.

Another characteristic of cooperation is organization. Successful 
cooperation usually requires planning, communication, coordination and 
clear responsibilities distribution. Large organizations like universities, 
hospitals, corporations, government agencies function effectively due to 
cooperation within a certain organization.

Cooperation also promotes social solidarity. Cooperation helps 
individuals to develop trust, mutual respect and collective responsibility. 
All these factors increase the quality of inter-individual relationships and 
promote social integration. For example, during public health emergencies 
or natural disasters, cooperation of citizens often plays a key role in 
providing relief.

Moreover, cooperation is universal. It occurs in any society regardless 
of its level of economic development and cultural peculiarities. Though 
its forms may vary, all human societies depend on cooperation for their 
survival, development and continuity. Thus, cooperation is not only a 
desirable social value, but an indispensable social process.

2.2.5 � Types of Cooperation

Cooperation is engendered in varied ways, depending upon the 
nature of social relationship, objectives to be attained, and circumstances 
prevailing while individuals or groups operate together. Many types of 
cooperation have been suggested by sociologists in order to describe the 
different kinds of cooperation in society. Though different in emphasis, the 
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various categories of cooperation help us to understand that cooperation is 
a dynamic social process. MacIver and Page suggested direct cooperation 
and indirect cooperation as the two forms of cooperation.

Direct Cooperation

Direct cooperation involves two or more individuals working together 
in order to attain the same objective by taking part in the same activity. This 
type of cooperation is characterized by face to face contacts, coordination, 
and participation of the members in the same action. It is widely noticed 
in families, neighborhoods, sports groups, relief operations in disaster, 
and community development schemes.

For instance, in the course of a sanitation drive in the village, 
individuals cooperatively engage in cleaning the village premises. Since 
all the members take part in the same activity, this constitutes direct 
cooperation. Direct cooperation improves the relations between the 
individuals, develops trust among them and a sense of responsibility. This 
form of cooperation is especially relevant in small communities where 
personal contacts are important.

Indirect Cooperation

Indirect cooperation involves two or more individual s cooperating 
to perform different jobs in order to achieve a common objective. Here 
individuals do not cooperate in doing the same job but each one does his 
specialized job which leads to achieving the objective. Indirect cooperation 
is very much prevalent in modern industrial societies. In a motor car 
factory, the engineers design cars, technicians assemble parts, quality 
controllers examine products, salesmen sell the products, and managers 
plan the production process. All these individuals do different jobs, yet 
their cooperative activities lead to the production and sale of cars.

Indirect cooperation has gained significance in contemporary societies 
because the specialization of labor has increased the interdependence of 
individuals. With increasing social complexity indirect cooperation has 
become necessary for economic production, scientific research, medical 
service, and governance. Another classification of cooperation was 
provided by A.W. Green. He suggested primary cooperation, secondary 
cooperation, and tertiary cooperation.

Primary Cooperation: primary cooperation involves face to face 
relationship, emotional attachment, and common interest of the cooperating 
individual s. Primary cooperation prevails in the primary group like family, 
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neighborhood, and friendship groups. Cooperation is not due to any 
external compulsion but out of affection, trust, and identity of the members.

For instance, the members of a family spontaneously participate 
in household works, nursing of old people, and helping each other in 
sickness or difficulties. Cooperation makes the emotional ties stronger 
and contributes to social stability.

Secondary Cooperation: Secondary cooperation exists in organized 
group where individuals cooperate for realizing specific objectives. The 
relationships in this form of cooperation are impersonal, contractual, and 
role oriented, and not emotionally related.

Some of the examples of secondary cooperation are universities, 
business organizations, banks, hospitals, government departments, and 
industries. The professors cooperate in teaching and research, employees 
cooperate in the activities in achieving the objectives of the organizations, 
and the government officers cooperate in the implementation of the 
government policies. Secondary cooperation is very much relevant in 
modern societies since large organizations need the cooperation of the 
specialists having different functions.

Tertiary Cooperation: Tertiary cooperation arises temporarily to overcome 
a specific problem or conflict of interests. It includes compromises, 
negotiation, and adjustment among individuals or groups whose objectives 
may not be completely identical.  For instance, political parties of different 
ideologies cooperate to constitute a coalition government in order to 
maintain political stability. In the same way employers and trade unions 
cooperate on the issue of wages and working conditions in order to avoid 
industrial dispute. This is a temporary kind of cooperation but this serves 
an important purpose of maintaining social harmony.

Table 2.2.1  Types of Cooperation

Classification Type Characteristics Examples

MacIver and 
Page

Direct 
Cooperation

Individuals 
perform the same 
activity together

Community 
cleaning campaign, 
sports team

Indirect 
Cooperation

Individuals 
perform 
different but 
complementary 
activities

Hospital, 
university, 
manufacturing 
industry
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A. W. Green

Primary 
Cooperation

Based on 
individual 
relationships 
and emotional 
attachment

Family, friendship 
group

Secondary 
Cooperation

Based on formal 
roles and 
organizational 
objectives

Schools, banks, 
government 
offices

Tertiary 
Cooperation

Temporary 
cooperation 
through 
adjustment or 
compromise

Coalition 
governments, 
labour-
management 
negotiations

All the forms of cooperation show that cooperation is a process that 
differs according to the different societies and social situations. The nature 
of cooperation varies according to the objectives being pursued, the social 
relationships, and social environment. In traditional societies, cooperation 
arises out of kinship relations, neighborhoods, and customary obligations.

However, modern societies largely rely upon indirect and secondary 
cooperation which results from specialization, organizational complexity, 
and technological developments. Nevertheless, all the forms of cooperation 
contribute towards the effective operation of society.

2.2.6 � Importance of Cooperation in Society

Cooperation assumes central significance in sociology because it is 
the very base of organized social existence. Humans are inherently social 
creatures and cannot fulfill their needs on their own. Thus, the survival 
and growth of any society depend upon the willingness of its individuals 
to cooperate with each other.

First and foremost, contribution of cooperation lies in helping to 
maintain social order. Cooperation helps in ensuring that individuals 
follow the social norms, meet their responsibilities, and promote the well-
being of society. Effective functioning of families, educational institutions, 
business organizations, government agencies, and other associations is 
ensured through coordinated actions and complemented roles.
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Cooperation contributes towards economic development. Modern 
economic systems are founded on division of labor in which the processes 
of production involve coordinated efforts of many individuals and 
organizations. Production of food items, manufactured goods, movement 
of goods, banks, medical services, and information technologies depend 
upon cooperation among experts in various domains. Without proper 
coordination, economic systems will fail to function efficiently.

The other function of cooperation consists in promoting social 
integration. In culturally diverse societies, cooperation helps in ensuring 
that individuals belonging to different religions, languages, ethnicities, and 
regions are able to work together towards a common objective. Schools, 
community-based organizations, and democracy help in providing avenues 
for interaction which enhances mutual understanding and social integration.

Moreover, cooperation is also important in the context of crisis. 
Disasters of natural origin, pandemics, environmental emergencies, and 
humanitarian crises require coordinated efforts of governments, voluntary 
organizations, medical professionals, and local communities. The global 
response to COVID-19 pandemic was an example of the significance of 
cooperation in scientific research, vaccine development, management of 
public health systems, and international aid.

In addition, cooperation stimulates innovation and knowledge 
generation. Increasingly, scientific discoveries, technological innovations, 
and interdisciplinary research rely on collaboration among experts from 
various areas and nations. Examples of cooperation are provided by 
universities, research institutions, and international organizations.

Thus, cooperation is not only an ethical principle but a practical 
necessity of survival and prosperity of any society. It strengthens social 
relations, makes possible collective actions, and lays down the foundations 
of other forms of organized social existence.

2.2.7 � Concept and Characteristics of Accommodation

Apart from cooperation, the human society is marked by differences in 
interests, beliefs, values, and aspirations of people. These differences may 
lead to disagreements and conflicts. But societies will be unable to function 
effectively if conflicts are never resolved. Consequently, individuals and 
groups develop ways of adjusting their relationships and maintaining 
social order. One such way is accommodation. Thus accommodation is an 
important associative social process.
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By accommodation we understand the process through which 
individuals or groups adjust to each other in situations of disagreement 
or conflict in order to ensure coexistence and mutual harmony in spite 
of persistent differences. In contrast to cooperation which presupposes 
working together for common goals, accommodation stresses adjustment 
and adaptation for resolution of conflict and establishment of social 
harmony.

MacIver and Page defined accommodation as “the process by which 
man attains a sense of harmony with his environment.” In the context of 
sociology, this concept goes beyond the notion of physical environment 
and includes adjustment between individuals, groups, and institutions 
within society.

Similarly, Gillin and Gillin defined accommodation as the process 
of establishing temporary or permanent working relationships between 
competing or conflicting individuals and groups in order to allow them to 
go on with social life without constant hostility.

It must be noted that accommodation does not eliminate conflict. 
Instead, it provides a means of conflict management through compromise, 
tolerance, negotiations, or mutual adjustments. Individuals may have 
different ideas, beliefs, or interests but learn to live peacefully within the 
framework of established social norms.

The process of accommodation is characterized by the following 
features:

 	 ➢ First of all, it is the process of adjustment. Individuals and groups 
adjust themselves in order to eliminate conflict and establish stable 
social relationships. This process may be voluntary or forced 
through legal and institutional pressures.

 	 ➢ Secondly, accommodation is continuous in its nature. In complex 
societies, new situations calling for adjustments keep emerging. 
Changes in employment, migration, education, family relations, 
and political system force individuals to adjust to new social 
environment throughout their lives.

 	 ➢ Thirdly, accommodation ensures social stability. Being conducive 
to reduction of hostility and prevention of conflict escalation, it 
allows smooth functioning of society notwithstanding differences 
between its members. This feature is especially significant in case of 
multicultural societies where representatives of different cultures, 
languages, and religions interact on a daily basis.
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 	 ➢ Another characteristic of accommodation is its dynamism. The 
process of accommodation varies depending upon the nature of 
conflict, individuals involved in it, and the overall social context. 
Some accommodations are temporary while others gradually 
develop into long-lasting patterns of peaceful coexistence.

 	 ➢ Finally, accommodation leads to social integration through 
promotion of tolerance, mutual respect, and peaceful coexistence. 
Despite persistence of differences, the process of accommodation 
creates conditions in which individuals can go on with cooperation 
in social, economic, and political sphere.

Thus, accommodation becomes an indispensable mechanism in social 
management of diversity and resolution of tensions.

2.2.8 � Forms and Methods of Accommodation

Accommodation might take place via various methods based on the 
degree of intensity of conflict, relationships between the parties in question 
and prevailing social circumstances. Various forms of accommodation in 
the modern society have been distinguished by sociologists.

Compromise: one of the most frequent methods of accommodation is 
compromise. During the compromise, each side voluntarily relinquishes 
some claims in order to reach a mutual agreement. As none of the sides 
receives full satisfaction, compromise presupposes mutual concessions 
and cooperation. Often labour-management negotiations about salaries 
and working conditions exemplify this method.

Conciliation: One of the popular method of accommodation is conciliation. 
It implies that a neutral individual tries to reduce the level of hostility 
and establish dialogue between the opposing sides. The neutral side does 
not make decisions but helps the two sides understand each other and 
negotiate.  Community leaders, respected elders or social mediators often 
carry out this activity in case of local disputes.

Arbitration: In this method, the sides agree to refer their dispute to a neutral 
third side and accept its decision as binding. Arbitration is especially often 
used in industrial disputes, commercial conflicts and trade disputes due to 
quick and neutral conflict resolution that it provides.

Mediation: Another similar method of accommodation is mediation. It 
is similar to arbitration in the fact that both the sides refer their dispute 
to the third side. However, unlike the arbitrator, the mediator does not 
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impose any decision but only helps the two sides reach a mutual decision. 
This method is increasingly used in family, workplace and local disputes.

Tolerance: Accommodation may also take place through the attitude of 
tolerance. One individual or group tolerates another group or individual 
in the matter of their beliefs, habits, language or lifestyle without trying to 
remove the differences. Democratic societies usually employ the principle 
of tolerance for peaceful coexistence of culturally different population.

Table 2.2.2  Methods of Accommodation

Method Description Illustration

Compromise
Mutual concessions by both 
parties

Wage negotiations between 
employers and employees

Conciliation
Neutral individual  
facilitates dialogue

Community leaders 
resolving local disputes

Arbitration
Third party gives a binding 
decision

Industrial and commercial 
disputes

Mediation
Third party assists in 
reaching agreement

Family counselling and 
workplace disputes

Tolerance
Peaceful acceptance of 
differences

Religious and cultural 
diversity in democratic 
societies

Coercion
Adjustment imposed by a 
stronger party

Government enforcement 
of law and order

Conversion
Acceptance of another’s 
beliefs or perceive

Voluntary ideological or 
religious change

Conversion: Another method of accommodation is conversion. In this 
method, one of the parties voluntarily embraces the perceives of the 
other side thus resolving the conflict. Religious conversion or ideological 
conversion may sometimes lead to accommodation, though it occurs 
seldom in plural societies.

Coercion: Sometimes accommodation takes place through coercion. In 
this case, the strong side forces the weak side to accept certain conditions. 
Though coercion might restore order temporarily, it does not usually solve 
the reasons of conflict and might lead to future resistance. Therefore, 
sociologists consider voluntary methods like compromise, mediation and 
tolerance more stable forms of accommodation.
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These methods show that accommodation is a flexible phenomenon 
that might cope with the conflicts of different levels of intensity. Choice of 
the method depends upon the nature of the conflict and willingness of the 
parties to negotiate.

2.2.9  Significance of Accommodation

Accommodation plays a vital role in maintaining social stability 
and peaceful coexistence. Society encounters conflicts emerging from 
differences in interests, values, beliefs, etc. If the disagreements are not 
solved, they might jeopardize the stability of social order and institutions. 
Thus, accommodation provides practical tools to manage the conflicts 
without harming social life.

Firstly, it allows to decrease social tensions. Through negotiation, 
compromise and adjustment, accommodation helps to reduce hostility 
and makes it possible for individuals to keep on interacting in spite of the 
existing differences.

Secondly, it makes an essential contribution into the maintenance 
of social order. Democratic institutions, legal system, educational 
establishments, workplaces and other institutions rely upon accommodation 
to manage the competing interests and maintain smooth functioning of 
the society. Transfer of political power after elections is the example of 
institutional accommodation in democratic societies.

Thirdly, accommodation helps in social integration of diverse societies. 
Contemporaneously, the societies become increasingly multicultural due 
to migration, globalization and urbanization. Through accommodation, 
individuals of different cultures, languages, religions and ethnicities 
can live together while preserving their identity. Instead of forcing the 
absolute uniformity, it teaches individuals to respect and tolerate diversity. 
Accommodation also creates favorable conditions for cooperation and 
assimilation. After reducing hostility, individuals and groups begin 
to interact with each other, participate in common activities and build 
closer social relations. In this way, accommodation often becomes the 
intermediate stage of social integration.

Finally, accommodation promotes social development because it 
creates stable environment for economic activities, education, governance 
and community life. societies with effective mechanisms of accommodation 
are usually better prepared to deal with diversity, solve conflicts and adapt 
to the changes in social circumstances.
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Therefore, accommodation is not just a method of mitigating conflict 
but a constant social process that helps societies to combine diversity with 
stability and changes with continuity.

2.2.10  � Concept and Characteristics of Assimilation

Among the various associative social processes, assimilation is the 
highest level of social integration. Though cooperation inspires individuals 
to come together and accommodation facilitates adjustments among them, 
assimilation involves the process wherein individuals and groups gradually 
adapt themselves to the culture of another group. As assimilation takes 
place, social differences decrease and consequently result in increased 
cohesion and integration.

Assimilation is highly relevant in multicultural societies that have 
migration, urbanization and globalization as some of their prominent 
features. Assimilation helps in the establishment of harmony between 
individuals who belong to different linguistic, ethnic, religious or cultural 
backgrounds and results in the creation of common social identity.

According to Park and Burgess, “Assimilation is a process of 
interpenetration and fusion in which individual s and groups acquire the 
memories, sentiments and attitudes of other individual s or groups and, 
by sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them into 
a common cultural life”. The point of emphasis is that assimilation is not 
only an external adjustment but a process that entails change in attitudes, 
values and behavior patterns of individual.

Likewise, Ogburn and Nimkoff also considered assimilation as the 
process by which individuals or groups who were different from one 
another tend to resemble each other by virtue of having similar cultural 
traits and social experiences.

Accommodation and assimilation differ in the sense that 
accommodation facilitates the coexistence of individuals or groups with 
continued differences, whereas assimilation eliminates these differences. 
Thus, accommodation is an adjustment, while assimilation is an integration.

Important characteristics of Assimilation are:

It is a slow process. The beliefs, values, customs and attitudes of 
individuals cannot be transformed immediately. Assimilation takes time 
as a result of interaction and education.
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It is generally an unconscious process. Individuals do not make any 
conscious decision about their assimilation. Similarity in language, lifestyle, 
customs and social behavior naturally emerges through continuous 
contact.

Another significant characteristic of assimilation is that it is 
reciprocal. Though one group imbibes many things from another group, 
there is cultural exchange in both directions. Interaction between diverse 
communities often results in new forms of culture.

Further, assimilation requires constant social interaction. More the 
social interaction of people, better is the possibility of development of 
common values, attitudes and behavior patterns. Such interactions take 
place in educational institutions, workplace and other public organizations.

Moreover, assimilation creates social unity. Through assimilation, 
social differences get eliminated and mutual understanding gets developed 
that promotes social integration and national integration. Through 
assimilation, diverse groups can coexist peacefully.

Though assimilation results in social integration, sociologists in 
modern times believe that complete assimilation is neither always feasible 
nor always desirable. Modern democracies emphasize the need for cultural 
pluralism where different cultures maintain their uniqueness and yet 
participate in the larger social system.

2.2.11  � Factors Promoting and Hindering Assimilation

Assimilation is a complex social process and its progress is largely 
dependent upon various social, cultural, economic and political factors. 
While some factors help in the integration of individuals and groups, some 
other factors tend to be barriers in its progress.

Key factors that promote assimilation are:

Continuous social contact. Through frequent contact, individuals 
belonging to different backgrounds tend to understand one another, 
develop friendships and adopt common patterns of behavior. Schools, 
universities, workplace, residential communities and other organizations 
offer such an environment that makes interaction easy.

Language is another important factor that promotes assimilation 
as language is an important medium of communication and culture. 
Individuals who have the same language communicate well and take active 
part in social life. Hence, linguistic similarity facilitates assimilation.
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Education helps in promoting assimilation through exposure to shared 
knowledge and values. Educational institutions offer an opportunity for 
bringing together individuals from different social backgrounds and 
encourage cooperation, mutual respect and understanding. Education 
provides broad outlook that facilitates social integration.

Economic cooperation also facilitates assimilation. Working together 
in industries, business organizations, research institutions and professional 
organizations, individuals develop common interests that transcend caste, 
religion, ethnicity or regional differences.

Democratic values like equality and tolerance create favorable 
conditions for assimilation. Societies that discourage discrimination and 
provide equal opportunities experience greater social integration than 
societies that exclude or discriminate. On the contrary, there are factors 
that obstruct assimilation.

Prejudice against certain groups in society is one such factor that acts 
as barrier to assimilation because negative stereotype and discrimination 
on the basis of caste, race, religion, ethnicity or nationality reduce the 
possibility of interaction.

Cultural difference is another important factor that hinders the process 
of assimilation. Different languages, customs, religious beliefs, food 
habits, traditions and so forth limit communication and social interaction. 
Social isolation is a major barrier to assimilation. Geographical and social 
isolation of social groups reduce the opportunities of interaction and thus, 
chances of assimilation get reduced. Residential segregation and exclusive 
social relations often reinforce such social isolation.

Income inequalities also is an economic factor that affects assimilation 
process. Wide economic disparity of incomes, educational opportunities, 
job opportunities and living standards may create social cleavages. Political 
conflict and communalism are other important barriers to assimilation. 
Political conflicts and communal tension increase the feeling of group 
identity and social distance. Even then, accommodation is possible but not 
complete assimilation. Thus, assimilation depends upon a favorable social 
environment characterized by interaction, education and mutual respect. 
Absence of such environment leads to slower process of social integration.

2.2.12  � Relevance of Assimilation in Contemporary Society

Assimilation plays an important role in society because it helps integrate 
individuals in the context of ever increasing diversity of modern societies. 
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Modern societies experience migration, globalization, urbanization, and 
multiculturalism, bringing individuals with various social and cultural 
backgrounds closer together. In such situations, the process of assimilation 
facilitates creation of a common identity and co-existence.

One of the most important contributions made by assimilation is 
promotion of national integration. In multicultural societies, individuals 
representing various linguistic, religious, ethnic and regional communities 
take part in common political, educational, and economic institutions and 
during their continuous interaction develop common values and sense of 
belonging to the nation regardless of their cultural identities.

Assimilation is also responsible for promoting social cohesion through 
reducing social distances between groups. Stereotypes and prejudices 
gradually fade away as a result of interaction encouraging cooperation, 
trust and mutual understanding, thus, improving interpersonal relations 
and contributing to social harmony. Moreover, the contribution made by 
assimilation is the promotion of economic development. In an integrated 
society, there is usually higher labour mobility, better communication and 
increased cooperation between different groups promoting productivity 
and innovation.

It is important to note that assimilation plays an important role in 
the process of international migration. Migrants arriving to a new society 
gradually become familiar with its language, law, culture and institutions, 
bringing their own cultural experience and enriching cultural diversity of 
the host society. In the contemporary world, sociologists tend to emphasis 
that assimilation will not mean abandoning one’s culture. Modern 
democratic societies favour inclusive integration allowing individuals 
to integrate into the wider society but preserve their cultural identity 
including language and religion.

Thus, assimilation is still an important sociological concept that is 
relevant to understanding how diverse societies unite, promote social 
inclusion and adapt to globalization and cultural diversity.

2.2.13  � Interrelationship among Cooperation, Accommodation 
and Assimilation

Cooperation, accommodation and assimilation are three most 
important associative social processes helping maintain social order and 
social integration. While each of these processes has some specific features 
and perform different functions, they are very closely related and often 
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occur sequentially in social life. That is why sociologists consider them as 
complementary rather than independent processes.

Cooperation serves as a point of departure in social interaction. 
Individuals and groups cooperate realizing that the achievement of 
common goals will be more effective with the help of collective efforts 
than individual efforts. Whether it is families, educational institutions, 
industries or governments, cooperation gives rise to interaction, 
communication and dependence between individuals. During their 
continuous cooperation individuals build up trust, reciprocity and sense 
of collective responsibility.

However, cooperation does not exclude the existence of various 
interests, values and opinions. As the complexity of social interaction 
increases, disagreements and conflicts are likely to arise. Thus, 
accommodation becomes necessary. Accommodation allows individuals 
and groups to adjust their relations, decrease the degree of tension and 
continue interaction despite their contradictions. Using various methods, 
such as compromise, negotiation, tolerance, mediation or arbitration, 
accommodation establishes social balance without eliminating the source 
of disagreement.

As a result of long-term interaction under favourable social conditions, 
accommodation leads to assimilation. As a result of interaction over time, 
individuals start developing common values, customs, attitudes and 
behaviour patterns. Culture differences gradually disappear giving way 
to the formation of collective identity. Thus, assimilation represents the 
highest stage of integration among three associative processes.

It is important to understand that the relationship among these 
processes will not be considered as a fixed sequence. In reality, cooperation, 
accommodation and assimilation often occur together. Individuals can 
cooperate in professional activity and at the same time accommodate their 
cultural differences and eventually assimilate into a new environment. 
For example, when migrants join a workplace, they first cooperate with 
their colleagues, then adjust to new organizational practices through 
accommodation and finally assimilate into the broader social and cultural 
environment.

Multicultural societies demonstrate many examples of interaction 
among these processes. Students of different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds cooperate in their academic activities, accommodate their 
differences in customs and beliefs through tolerance, and in time develop 
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shared values and identities, strengthening social integration. International 
organizations also require cooperation of member states, accommodation 
of their different national interests, and gradual development of common 
norms and institutions.

Therefore, cooperation, accommodation and assimilation will be 
considered as mutually related processes that together strengthen social 
integration and contribute to continuity of society.

2.2.14  � Let Us Sum Up

Associative social processes help strengthen social relations and 
contribute to integration and stability of society. Cooperation helps 
individuals and groups to cooperate for achieving common objectives, 
accommodation helps to peacefully resolve disputes, and assimilation 
promotes long-term social integration by sharing common cultural values 
and patterns of behavior. These processes are interconnected and occur 
simultaneously in contemporary societies. Together, they help maintain 
social order, promote unity in diversity and adaptation to changing social 
and cultural conditions.

2.2.15  � Keywords

Direct Cooperation, Indirect Cooperation, Compromise, Mediation, 
Arbitration, Social Integration, Social Cohesion

2.2.16  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the concept and characteristics of associative social 
processes. 

2.	 Discuss the various types of cooperation with suitable examples. 

3.	 Define accommodation and examine its methods and significance 
in maintaining social order. 

4.	 Explain the concept of assimilation and discuss the factors that 
promote and hinder it. 

5.	 Critically analyse the relationship amongst cooperation, 
accommodation, and assimilation in the context of contemporary 
society.
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Lesson 2.3 - Dissociative Social Processes

Structure

2.3.1 	 Objectives

2.3.2 	 Introduction

2.3.3 	 Concept of Dissociative Social Processes

2.3.4 	 Concept and Characteristics of Competition

2.3.5 	 Types of Competition

2.3.6 	 Functions and Dysfunctions of Competition

2.3.7 	 Concept and Characteristics of Conflict

2.3.8 	 Types of Conflicts

2.3.9 	 Theoretical Perspectives on Conflict

2.3.10 	 Interrelationship between Competition and Conflict

2.3.11 	 Competition and Conflict in Contemporary Society

2.3.12 	 Let Us Sum Up

2.3.13 	 Keywords

2.3.14 	 Self-Assessment Questions

2.3.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concepts of competition and conflict. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between competition and conflict. 

 	 ➢ analyse the role of dissociative social processes in society. 

2.3.2 � Introduction

Not with standing cooperation and mutual adjustment, competition and 
conflict represent other fundamental aspects of human society. Individuals 
compete for social and economic opportunities, political power, scarce 
resources, social prestige, and cultural recognition. Divergent interests, 
values, beliefs, and aspirations often result in disagreement, which can 
turn into conflict. Thus, like associative social processes, dissociative social 
processes are universal social phenomenon essential for the functioning of 
society.
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Initially, classical sociologists tended to interpret competition and 
conflict as causes of social instability. However, subsequent research proved 
that such processes have positive role too. On the one hand, competition 
stimulates innovation, efficiency, and excellence. On the other hand, 
conflict can help reveal inequalities in societies and challenge unjust 
social arrangement, leading to reformations. Modern sociology perceives 
competition and conflict as normal aspects of social life rather than social 
pathology.

The study of dissociative social processes helps sociologists comprehend 
the complexity of social interactions. Analysis of causes of competition 
between individuals and groups, conflict origin, and mechanisms of 
handling disagreement in societies gives valuable insights into social 
structure, social change, and functioning of contemporary societies.

2.3.3 � Concept of Dissociative Social Processes

Social interaction may not lead to cooperation and harmony in many 
cases. Often, individuals and groups have divergent objectives, compete 
for limited resources, or disagree about values, beliefs, and interests. Such 
interactions give rise to patterns of opposition, rivalry, and disagreement, 
which are called dissociative social processes by sociologists.

Dissociative social processes represent recurring patterns of interaction 
causing competition, opposition, rivalry, and conflict between individuals 
or groups. Different from associative processes that encourage social 
integration and cohesion, dissociative processes stress differentiation, 
disagreement, and pursuance of competing interests. Nevertheless, they 
also have positive role because they facilitate adaptation, innovation, and 
social transformation.

According to Gillin and Gillin, dissociative processes include those 
forms of interaction in which individuals or groups oppose each other 
while pursuing their interests. Also, MacIver and Page recognized that 
social life cannot be studied through the prism of cooperation only because 
disagreement and competition are essential parts of human life.

Dissociative processes take place due to scarcity of resources in 
societies. Opportunities for work, education, political power, economic 
prosperity, social prestige, and natural resources are often not enough to 
satisfy interests of everyone. Therefore, competition takes place, and in 
some cases, competition turns into conflict.
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It is necessary to keep in mind that dissociative processes are not 
negative per se. Competitive struggle encourages individuals to develop 
their skills and abilities and stimulates organizations to become more 
effective and innovative. Likewise, conflicts often led to great social 
reforms. Struggle for universal education, democracy, gender equality, 
labor rights, and environmental protection was initiated by conflicts 
challenging existing social relations.

Therefore, modern sociologists perceive dissociative social processes 
as functional and dysfunctional at the same time. Uncontrolled conflict 
disrupts social order. But competition and conflict controlled by institutions 
help social development through adaptation and transformation of 
institutions.

Dissociative social processes are of two types viz. competition and 
conflict. Though they are connected, they differ greatly. Understanding 
of these differences is necessary to analyze dynamics of contemporary 
societies.

2.3.4 � Concept and Characteristics of Competition

Competition is one of the most common forms of social interaction 
observed in every society. It takes place where individuals or groups are 
trying to achieve goals that cannot be achieved by everyone. Limitedness 
of resources, opportunities, positions, and rewards makes competition 
inevitable aspect of social life.

The word competition is derived from the Latin “competere”, which 
refers “to strive together”. In sociology, competition is understood as a 
social process when two or more individuals or groups strive for the same 
goal independently from each other without harming each other directly.

According to Biesanz and Biesanz, competition represents striving 
of two or more individual s for the same goal that is limited in supply. 
Likewise, Horton and Hunt define competition as a process when 
individuals or groups try to secure rewards that cannot be shared equally 
among all participants.

Competition differs from conflict because its participants concentrate 
on reaching their own goals rather than hindering competitors. Studying 
for entrance exams, participation in sport games, introduction of 
innovations by companies in market, and election struggle of political 
parties are examples of competition. Despite of similarity of objectives, 
participants operate according to established norms and rules.
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Key characteristics of competition are: 

Universal: Any society experiences competition regardless of cultural 
traditions, economic development, and political system. Individuals 
compete for educational opportunities, work, professional achievements, 
political power, and social prestige throughout their life.

Impersonal: Participants are interested mainly in achievement of their 
goals, not confrontation of any particular individual. A candidate who 
takes part in competitive examination wants to reach good grades, not to 
beat particular individual.

Continuous: As societies evolve and new opportunities appear, new kinds of 
competition also emerge. Advances in science, technology, business, sport, 
education, and politics give birth to new environments of competition. It 
stimulates innovation, creativity, efficiency, and excellence encouraging 
individuals and organizations to improve their performance. Rapid 
evolution of information technology, renewable energy, biotechnology, 
and communications proves how competition speeds up scientific and 
technological progress. Individuals with knowledge, skills, talent, and 
determination often advance socially and economically due to education 
and occupational competition. Even if opportunities for everyone are not 
equal, competition serves as important way of individual al advancement.

Thus, competition is indispensable element of social life. Under 
control of moral principles and institutional norms, it helps to develop 
individuals, organizations, and societies.

2.3.5 � Types of Competition

The character of competition varies according to the aims to be 
achieved, participants involved in it and the social context of competition. 
Sociologists have attempted to classify competition in many ways in 
order to understand its different manifestations in society. Though these 
classifications sometimes overlap, they make it easy to understand the 
complexities of competitive relationship in the modern society. One of 
the commonest classifications is that which differentiates competition into 
economic, political, social and cultural competition.

Economic Competition

Economic competition is competition for scarce economic resources, 
markets, jobs, profit and consumer support. Economic competition is one of 
the distinguishing features of the modern market economy. Organizations 



Notes

75

compete in improving the quality of products, lowering down the cost of 
production, developing technological innovations and increasing market 
share. Similarly, individuals compete for jobs, promotion, scholarships, 
professional success etc. Economic competition has often been associated 
with efficiency and productivity leading to economic growth.

For example, competition among technology companies has led to the 
development of smartphones, artificial intelligence and digital services 
thus providing greater choices and better quality of products to consumers.

Political Competition

Political competition is the rivalry among individuals or political 
parties or interest groups in acquiring political power. Modern political 
systems of democracy depend largely upon institutionalized competition 
wherein parties fight elections in order to win the popular support and 
establish governments.

Political competition enables citizens to choose their representatives, 
ensures accountability and motivates governments to respond to public 
needs. However, if political competition is too polarized or unethical in 
character, it can damage the democratic institutions and political stability. 
Competitions among political parties in parliamentary democratic 
countries like India are good illustrations of political competition.

Social Competition

Social competition is a competition for prestige, recognition, status, 
education or upward social mobility. Individuals compete in order to 
get admitted to prestigious educational institutions, achieve professional 
success, get awarded prizes and become leaders in society.

Education-related competition provides a very good illustration of 
social competition. Students compete for competitive examinations in 
order to get admission to universities or secure jobs in government and 
private sectors. Though social competition creates mental strain at times, 
it is instrumental in motivating individuals to develop their knowledge 
and skill levels.

Cultural Competition

Cultural competition is the competition of various cultural groups for 
recognition or acceptance of their traditions, languages, arts and lifestyles. 
With globalization and migration, cultural interactions have increased 
leading to greater representation of various cultures. For example, various 
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countries represent their cultural heritage through international festivals, 
tourism, literature, cinema, music and cuisine. Cultural competition 
usually leads to enrichment of cultures and stimulates creativity, provided 
it is based on mutual respect and not domination.

Sociologists have classified competition in terms of its participants.

Individual Competition

Individual competition is the competition of individuals independently 
for the same objective. Individuals appearing for civil service examinations, 
athletes competing in various sporting activities, scientists and scholars 
competing for research grants, job seekers are some examples of individual 
competition.

Group Competition

Group competition is the competition among groups like political 
parties, business organizations, universities, trade unions, professions and 
nations etc. Political power, economic benefits, academic excellence and 
international prestige are some objectives of group competition.

Unlike individual competition, group competition involves 
organizational efforts and planning. Various sporting competitions at 
international level, corporate competition and political competition are 
some familiar illustrations.

One more important classification is that of personal competition and 
impersonal competition. Personal competition exists when competitors 
know about each other and compete against each other individual ally. 
Sporting activities, debates and election campaigns are examples of personal 
competition as competitors confront each other personally. On the contrary, 
impersonal competition exists when individuals compete for the same 
objective without confronting each other. Tens of thousands of individuals 
appearing for national competitive examination might never see each other 
but they are competing for some fixed number of positions. Educational 
and employment competitions are usually impersonal competitions.

Thus, the above classifications show that competition does not exist 
only in economic affairs. It exists almost in all aspects of society like 
education, politics, science, culture, sports and professions etc. As the 
societies have become more complex and inter-dependent, new forms of 
competition have emerged, especially in digital technologies, artificial 
intelligence, innovation and global knowledge economy.
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Table 2.3.1  Types of Competition

Basis of 
Classification

Types Examples

Nature of 
Activity

Economic, Political, 
Social, Cultural

Business, Elections, Education, 
Cultural festivals

Participants Individual, Group
Competitive examinations, 
Political parties

Nature of 
Interaction

Personal, Impersonal
Debate competition, National 
entrance examinations

These classifications demonstrate that competition is not confined to 
economic life. It permeates virtually every sphere of society, influencing 
education, politics, science, culture, sports, and professional life. As 
societies become increasingly complex and interconnected, new forms 
of competition continue to emerge, particularly in digital technologies, 
artificial intelligence, innovation, and global knowledge economies.

2.3.6 � Functions and Dysfunctions of Competition

It is well known that competition has long been considered to be the 
driving force of social and economic development. However, sociologists 
claim that it cannot be regarded as something completely beneficial. Like 
other social processes, competition has functional and dysfunctional 
aspects depending on the socio-cultural context and the way it is regulated.

Functions of Competition

The first important function of competition is the encouragement 
of efficiency and excellence. People and organizations always have to 
improve their performance in order to succeed. Schools try to offer better 
educational programs, firms use new techniques of producing goods, 
specialists constantly improve their skills in order to stay competitive.

The second one is the stimulation of innovation and creativity. Various 
discoveries in science, developments in technologies and organization 
can appear due to the necessity of finding better ways of reaching certain 
goals. The rapid development of renewable energy technologies, digital 
communications and medicine proves the positive role of competition.

The next one is the promotion of social mobility. In contemporary 
societies people can improve their social and economic situation thanks to 
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the possession of necessary educational qualification, professional skills 
and achievements. Special competitive examinations, selection on the 
basis of meritocratic criteria, and professional career provide people with 
the possibility of improving their social status.

The fourth important function of competition is the encouragement 
of economic development. Market competition leads to the production of 
better goods, competitive prices, rational use of resources and improvement 
of customer service. As a result, consumers have more choices and producers 
are stimulated to apply innovations in technology and management.

In general, competition contributes to the personal development. It 
encourages discipline, persistence, self-confidence, creative thinking 
and problem-solving skills. Individuals are able to set goals, overcome 
difficulties and constantly improve their performance.

Dysfunctions of Competition

Apart from its positive contribution, competition may sometimes 
result in undesirable effects when it becomes exaggerated or unfair. First 
of all, it may cause psychological emphasized. Intense competition in the 
educational environment, labour market, sports and business may lead 
to the appearance of such negative states as anxiety, frustration, burnout 
and emotional exhaustion, especially when success is achieved against the 
background of great social pressure.

Secondly, it may lead to the formation of social inequality. Individuals 
who possess more economic resources, better educational possibilities 
or some socio-cultural advantages have better opportunities to succeed 
than those from disadvantaged environment. That is why, competition 
itself is not always able to provide the equality of opportunity. Moreover, 
an important problem is the possibility of unethical behaviour. Excessive 
competition may stimulate the occurrence of corruption, academic 
fraud, manipulations, unfair practices in business or politics. Under the 
circumstances when success becomes more important than ethical values, 
competition undermines social trust and institutional integrity.

Moreover, competition may decrease social solidarity as people begin 
to regard others as competitors, not partners. Excessive individualism 
reduces cooperation and creates social isolation, especially in highly 
competitive organizational environment.

For this reason, sociologists claim that competition should take place in 
the conditions of fair distribution of chances, regulation of the competition 
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process and moral principles. Healthy competition contributes to the 
development and innovations, while uncontrolled one may provoke the 
increase of inequality, conflicts and social instability. Thus, competition 
is neither completely good nor bad. Its effect depends on the values, 
institutions and regulation mechanisms existing in society. Therefore, it 
should be combined with cooperation in the balance society in order to 
ensure that the achievement of individual results promotes social welfare, 
not social divisions.

2.3.7 � Concept and Characteristics of Conflict

Conflict is one of the most significant dissociative social processes that 
has been studied in sociology. While competition includes the striving of 
individuals or groups to achieve similar goals independently, conflict is 
caused by the need of one party to oppose, resist or eliminate the interests 
of the other one. It is the type of direct interaction that appears as soon as 
people or groups find their goals, values or interests to be mutually exclusive.

It is the universal element of social life. It takes place in family, 
educational establishments, workplaces, communities, political 
organizations and even between countries. Such features as differences 
in economic resources, political power, social status, cultural values, 
religion, ideologies are often the source of conflicts. Despite the negative 
attitude towards it, sociologists consider that the occurrence of conflicts 
is the unavoidable phenomenon of social interaction and, under certain 
conditions, the powerful engine of social change.

As it is written by A. W. Green, conflict is the attempt to oppose, 
resist or coerce the will of another person or group. Similar definition 
of conflict is offered by Gillin and Gillin: they define conflict as a social 
process in which individuals or groups try to reach their goals by opposing 
or eliminating the opponents.

Unlike competition that mostly takes place within established social 
norms, conflict usually implies direct struggle. The main aim is not only 
the achievement of certain goal, but the prevention of the success of the 
opponent as well. However, it does not mean that all conflicts are violent. 
Many of them are expressed non-violently, such as debates, strikes, legal 
actions, collective bargaining or democratic movement. Conflict has such 
significant characteristics that distinguish it from other types of social 
interaction.
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First of all, it is conscious and deliberate. Individuals or groups 
participating in the conflict are conscious about the presence of their 
opponents and they try to perform actions aimed at protecting and 
advancing their interests. Conscious opposition makes it different from 
competition, where the participants are not aware of each other.

Secondly, it is universal. There is no society that would be absolutely 
free from conflicts, since differences in interests, values, beliefs and access 
to resources are always present in any social environment. Conflicts arise in 
both traditional and modern societies concerning such issues as property, 
political power, labour, identity and social justice. Thirdly, conflict is 
dynamic. The intensity, duration and consequences of the conflict depend 
on the specificities of the social situation. Some conflicts remain local and 
can be solved by negotiation, while others develop into prolonged disputes 
and affect the whole community or even nation.

Conflict is usually emotional. Emotions like anger, resentment, 
frustration or fear can often influence the behavior of people and groups 
involved in the conflict. Emotional nature distinguishes it from competition 
that usually takes place within established social rules.

It is also transformational. Conflict can change social relations, 
institutional arrangement and power structures. The historical struggles 
against colonialism, discrimination, gender inequality and social exclusion 
are the examples of such changes provoked by the conflict.

Lastly, conflict can be either constructive or destructive. In a 
constructive conflict, there will be an invitation for discussion and change. 
On the other hand, destructive conflict leads to violence, breakdown in 
society, and loss of life and property. This outcome depends on the ways 
and means by which the conflict is dealt with. Conflict therefore should 
not be looked at only as a cause of disruption. It is part and parcel of social 
living and shows the diversities of interests and values in society.

2.3.8 � Types of Conflict

There are various types of conflicts depending on the parties that enter 
into them and the level at which they occur. Conflict has been categorized 
in different types by sociologists in order to make it easier to understand 
and analyze.
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Personal Conflict

personal conflict is conflict arising between individuals due to 
difference in personality, interests, values or expectations. Individual al 
conflict is common among family members, friends, co-workers, and 
fellow students. Personal conflicts, although small in scope, may affect 
interpersonal relationship if they are not properly handled.

Group Conflict

Group conflict is conflict between organized groups with competing 
interests or goals. Examples of group conflicts include trade unions and 
management conflicts, political party conflicts, student body conflicts, 
professional organizations conflict and community body conflicts.

Economic Conflict

This is conflict arising from disagreements on distribution and control 
of economic resources including wealth, jobs, wages, land and production. 
Examples of economic conflicts include labor conflicts and strikes, 
farmers’ protest and natural resource conflicts. Karl Marx believed that 
economic conflict was the main force behind development. According to 
Marx, the existence of unequal ownership of means of production brings 
about opposing interests between social classes causing class struggle.

Political Conflict

Political conflict arises when individuals or groups try to compete 
for political power, influence and decision making. Examples of political 
conflict include elections, legislative debate, ideological conflict and 
struggle for political representation. Political conflict in democratic 
countries is usually institutionalized.

Social and Cultural Conflict

Social and cultural conflicts arise due to difference in caste, ethnicity, 
religion, language, culture and identity. They may be brought about by 
competing values, historical experience or perception of inequalities. In 
contemporary society, there are often debates regarding cultural identity, 
minority rights and language policy.

International Conflict

International conflict is conflict between sovereign states regarding 
political influence, economic interests, natural resources and national 
security. Although diplomacy and international law try to solve the 
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disputes peacefully, some international conflicts degenerate into military 
conflict.

From the above categorization, it becomes clear that conflict is a 
multi-dimensional social phenomenon. It can happen at the interpersonal, 
organizational, community, national or international level. Despite the 
different causes, all types of conflicts indicate the diversity of interests and 
values of human societies. Therefore, it is important to understand the 
sources of conflict.

2.3.9 � Conflict Theories

Since the beginning of sociology as a subject of study, conflict has 
remained central to sociological theories. Although early sociologists 
believed that conflict was a threat to social order, a number of theorists 
have argued that conflict is an inevitable and constructive part of society. 
Contributions of the theorists have made it easy to understand the social 
phenomena of social inequality, power, social change and institutional 
development.

Karl Marx: Conflict as The Driving Force of Social Change

Among classical sociologists, Karl Marx came up with the most 
influential conflict theory. Marx believed that conflict arises because 
societies are made up of social classes with unequal ownership of economic 
resources.

In capitalist societies, Marx recognized two social classes:

 	 ➢ Bourgeoisie: they own means of production such as industries, 
factories and capital.

 	 ➢ Proletariat: they own only their labor and must sell it for a living.

According to Marx, the interests of these two classes were opposite. 
Capitalists are interested in maximizing profits while workers are 
interested in getting reasonable wages and improving working conditions. 
This contradiction brings about class conflict that results in social 
transformation of the society.

According to Marx, conflict was not an abnormal situation but 
the main mechanism behind the evolution of societies. Historical 
transformation like transition from feudalism to capitalism and eventually 
socialism is understood as a result of class conflict. Although many 
of Marx’s predictions have not yet happened, his focus on inequality, 
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power, exploitation and conflict structure has continued to influence 
contemporary sociology.

Georg Simmel: Conflict as a Form of Social Interaction

Contrary to Marx, Georg Simmel did not consider conflict as an 
economic phenomenon. He believed that conflict was one of the normal 
forms of social interaction and it existed wherever there were human 
relationships.

According to Simmel, conflict had several social functions. Through 
conflict, individuals and groups could express grievances, clear 
misunderstandings, redefine relationships and enhance internal solidarity. 
For example, disagreement in an organization could result in effective 
decision-making after discussing and analyzing the problems. Therefore, 
Simmel saw conflict as a tool that could even help in promoting social 
integration under certain circumstances. Instead of destroying relationships, 
conflict could sometimes enhance and strengthen them by clearing out 
accumulated tensions.

Lewis A. Coser: The Functional Approach to Conflict

Extending Simmel’s ideas, Lewis A. Coser believed that conflict was 
not always destructive. In his book Functions of Social Conflict published 
in 1956, Coser showed how conflict could perform important functions to 
individuals, groups and societies.

According to Coser, conflict performs the follow functions:

 	 ➢ strengthen group solidarity;

 	 ➢ make it clear what are group boundaries and identity;

 	 ➢ facilitate innovation and institutional reform;

 	 ➢ allow release of tensions before they get worse;

 	 ➢ facilitate adaptation to social changes.

For example, peaceful labor protests could prompt governments to 
improve labor laws while student protests would prompt educational 
reforms. In such cases, conflict would be contributing to social development 
rather than social disintegration. But Coser also noted that extremely 
intense or violent conflicts could become destructive especially if there 
are no mechanisms of resolution.
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Ralf Dahrendorf: Conflict and Authority

Dahrendorf went further from the conflict theory developed by 
Marx by putting emphasis on unequal distribution of authority in social 
institutions. According to Dahrendorf, every organized institution 
consisted of relations of authority and subordination. Some individuals 
held positions of command while others held positions of subordination. 
This relation of unequal authority led to conflicts of interests.

Unlike Marx, who focused on ownership of property, Dahrendorf argued 
that conflict could occur in any institution that had unequal distribution 
of authority. These institutions included schools, universities, government 
agencies, companies and voluntary organizations. Dahrendorf argued that 
such conflicts were normal and they often promoted institutional change 
by questioning outdated system of authority.

Functionalists and Conflict

Sociologists who belonged to functionalist theory, such as Emile 
Durkheim, generally perceived society as a system of values, norms, and 
institutions. From this perspective, excessive conflict is considered to be 
a source of imbalance because of its destructive character and disruption 
of institutional functions. However, later functionalists recognized the 
fact that moderate levels of conflict could also play some useful functions 
in case of needed corrections in society. An example of these kinds 
of conflicts would be democratic discussion, judicial examination, or 
collective bargaining that allows managing conflicts without disturbing 
overall stability of social life.

Contemporary Sociology and Conflict

In modern sociology, conflict theory goes beyond the topic of 
class struggle and includes other inequalities, such as those based on 
gender, caste, race, ethnicity, religion, age, disability, sexuality, as well 
as inequalities in access to knowledge and technology. Sociologists 
explore the problem of conflicting relationships caused by unequal 
distribution of economic, political, medical, and educational resources 
in the current reality. Environmental justice, digital inequalities, gender 
equality, identity politics, and access to higher education are among the 
topics that are explored through conflict perspective in contemporary 
sociology.
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Consequences of Conflict

It is obvious that theoretical perspectives of sociologists demonstrate 
that conflict cannot be studied from one perspective. While some 
emphasize its negative consequences, others stress the constructive 
function of conflict in adaptation, institution-building, and social change. 
Thus, contemporary sociology perceives conflict as a multidimensional 
process, where the nature of its consequences depends on its causes and 
methods of resolution.

2.3.10  � Interrelationship Between Competition and Conflict

Competition and conflict are dissociative social processes, although 
they differ considerably in terms of their essence, goals, and consequences. 
Often, the phenomenon of competition forms the context of conflict, but 
the terms are not equivalent. 

Firstly, competition is impersonal and indirect. Individuals or groups 
pursue the same goal, whether it is a job, place at an educational institution, 
election, or market, but they do not necessarily feel any hostility against 
each other. Instead, they try to succeed without bothering about hurting 
others. Additionally, the process of competition takes place in accordance 
with social norms, laws, and institutional regulations.

On the contrary, conflict is personal and direct. Individuals or groups 
deliberately resist each other and try to overcome, weaken, or hinder 
their opponent to achieve their objectives. Usually, it involves emotional 
participation and use of such tools of struggle as protest, resistance, 
litigation, or even violence in some cases. Sometimes, competition can 
gradually evolve into conflict in case of scarce resources, perceived 
unfairness or violation of norms and rules. Competition in elections can 
turn into conflict in case of disputes about electoral procedure. In the same 
way, competition of businesses can result in legal dispute about patents 
and unfair trade practices.

Despite the differences, both competition and conflict contribute 
to social change. Competition promotes innovations, efficiency, and 
individual success, while conflict reveals structural inequalities and 
promotes reforms of institutions. Therefore, modern societies try to 
control both processes through legal system, democracy, ethics, and 
conflict resolution.

This distinction allows sociologists to differentiate kinds of social 
interactions. While competition is rivalry within set boundaries, conflict 
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is a kind of direct opposition, which arises from opposing interests and 
objectives. Both competition and conflict play the central role in the 
functioning and transformation of society.

2.3.11  � Competition and Conflict in Contemporary Society

Processes of competition and conflict have gained new dimensions in the 
twenty-first century because of globalization, technological development, 
urbanization, and rapid development of digital communication. Although 
basic sociological concepts have not changed, the contexts of occurrence 
of competition and conflict have become much more complicated. 
Contemporary society is characterized by intense interaction between 
people, organisations and nations, which makes both competition and 
conflict integral parts of social life.

One of the most visible manifestations of competition in the modern 
society is connected with the sphere of education. Students compete for 
admission to reputable educational establishments, scholarships, grants, 
and job vacancies. Competitive examinations have become an essential 
mechanism of selection according to merits. Although the process of 
competition contributes to educational excellence and skills’ development, 
sometimes it also causes stress and anxiety among students.

The process of economic competition has increased together with 
expansion of global markets. Business corporations not only compete 
within the country but also compete internationally. Technological 
advances, e-commerce, and digital marketing have revolutionized 
business practices, making companies constantly inventing new things to 
stay ahead. Consumers benefit from better quality, competitive pricing, 
and technological innovations, while businesses have to ensure constant 
productivity and efficiency.

The rapid development of digital economy has brought new types of 
competition. Technology companies compete in such spheres as artificial 
intelligence, cloud computing, digital finance, biotechnology, renewable 
energy, and others. Individuals compete in the digital space in the sphere 
of getting jobs, recognition, entrepreneurship, and visibility. Social media 
platforms have brought new forms of competition in the sphere of gaining 
public attention and influence.

Competitions are also evident in scientific researches and innovations. 
Universities, research institutions, and governments spend considerable 
resources on development of technologies, medical treatment, sustainable 
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energy sources, and discoveries. International cooperation co-exists with 
competitions, that associative and dissociative social processes work 
simultaneously.

Along with competition, conflict continues to impact the contemporary 
society in various ways. Economic inequalities, political disagreements, 
identity movement, environmental questions, and technological 
transformations often cause social tension. Conflicts related to labour 
rights, environmental protection, gender equality, caste discrimination, 
racial justice, and access to education are just some of examples of 
numerous social issues, which become the subject for public debate and 
collective actions.

Expansion of social media has changed the nature of conflict. Digital 
platforms allow for democratic participation, social awareness, and 
mobilisation. However, they have also made possible rapid spread of 
disinformation, hate speech, cyberbullying, and polarisation. As a result, 
sociologists increasingly study how digital communication affects the 
emergence, intensification, and resolution of social conflicts.

On the international level, competition and conflict can be observed 
in such spheres as trade, technological leadership, access to natural 
resources, climate policies, and geopolitical influence. States compete for 
strengthening their economy, science, and global positions. At the same 
time, international organisations and diplomatic institutions try to solve 
conflicts through dialogue, negotiations, arbitration, and international 
law.

Thus, there are many institutions in the contemporary society that 
serve to control the processes of competition and conflict. The democratic 
government, the system of courts, labor laws, human rights commissions, 
regulation bodies, and international organizations offer the necessary 
framework for solving the problem without resorting to violence. The 
process will be controlled in order to make sure that it is conducted in a 
legal way and without violence.

The problem of competition and conflict cannot be solved in any way. 
Both processes are inherent to society because they appear due to diversity 
of interests and social positions of people. It is not necessary to get rid of 
these processes; it is only needed to regulate them in order to ensure the 
development of society based on justice and democracy.
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2.3.12  � Let Us Sum Up

Thus, competition and conflict are main dissociative social processes 
that allow pursuing different interests and responding to the inequality 
in society. Competition promotes efficiency and innovation, and conflict 
emphasizes the existing differences between interests and access to the 
resources. Both processes are universal and play an essential role in the 
development of society.

The classical and contemporary sociologists have demonstrated that 
the processes of competition and conflict are not only disruptive processes 
but also the process of social change. When regulated by the democratic 
and legal institutions, they promote institutional change and development 
of society.

2.3.13  � Keyword

Conflict, Dispute, Competition, Contravention, Dis-associative 
process

2.3.14  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the concept and characteristics of dissociative social 
processes. 

2.	 Discuss the types, functions, and dysfunctions of competition with 
suitable examples. 

3.	 Define conflict and examine its major forms in contemporary 
society. 

4.	 Compare the views of Karl Marx, Georg Simmel, Lewis Coser, and 
Ralf Dahrendorf on conflict. 

5.	 Distinguish between competition and conflict and evaluate their 
role in promoting social change.
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Lesson 2.4 - Relationship Among Social Processes

Structure

2.4.1 	 Objectives

2.4.2 	 Introduction

2.4.3 	 Interrelationship among Social Processes

2.4.4 	 Associative and Dissociative Processes: A Comparative Analysis

2.4.5 	 Sequential Nature of Social Processes

2.4.6 	 Social Processes in Different Social Institutions

2.4.7 	 Social Processes and Social Change

2.4.8 	 Let us sum up

2.4.9 	 Keywords

2.4.10 	 Self-Assessment Questions

2.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the interrelationship among different social processes. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between associative and dissociative social processes. 

 	 ➢ analyse the role of social processes in different social institutions. 

2.4.2 � Introduction

Social processes seldom occur in isolation. In reality, cooperation, 
accommodation, assimilation, competition and conflict continually 
interact with each other and determine the structure and function of 
society. The family can manifest itself through cooperation in its day-to-
day life as well as in conflicts among its members. Companies compete 
in the market place and cooperate in professional organizations. Political 
parties compete during elections and cooperate in parliamentary 
committees where they pass laws. These examples show that social life 
involves the existence of multiple social processes rather than domination 
of a particular pattern of interaction.

Social processes used to be classified into associative and dissociative 
for the purpose of analysis in classical sociology. However, contemporary 
sociology emphasizes the complementary and interdependence of social 
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processes. Competition may motivate cooperation, conflict leads to 
accommodation, and continued accommodation may lead to assimilation. 
Therefore, social processes need to be viewed as interconnected 
mechanisms that allow societies to maintain continuity despite changing 
circumstances.

This lesson looks into the interrelation of different social processes 
and their impact on social organization and social change.

2.4.3 � Interrelation of Social Processes

Social processes form a complex system of interaction allowing societies 
to function and evolve. While each of them has its own peculiarities, they 
do not work separately but influence each other continuously forming 
patterns of social behavior and development.

Interrelations of social processes can be explained through the 
evolution of human interaction. First of all, people usually cooperate in 
order to achieve some common goals. Cooperation develops the ability 
to communicate and to depend on each other thus encouraging social 
integration. However, differences in interests become inevitable for people 
and groups because they have different goals. Such differences may cause 
competition especially if there are some limited resources, opportunities 
or positions.

Not every competition results in hostility. In most cases, competitors 
respect institutional norms and ethics while striving to reach their goals. 
But if competition gets very intensive or if participants feel some kind 
of injustice, it turns into conflict. So, conflict is the advanced stage 
of competition as it implies an open opposition of participants. After 
the conflict people usually search for ways to restore social balance. It 
happens through accommodation, when the conflicting sides make some 
compromises and adjust their relationships to each other. Accommodation 
lowers the level of tensions without eliminating differences in interests 
and values.

If the interaction goes on for quite a long time in favorable conditions, 
accommodation may gradually turn into assimilation. People start to share 
common values, attitudes, customs and behavioral patterns. Consequently, 
they achieve higher degree of social integration and collective identity. 
Thus, it becomes clear that social processes are the interconnected stages 
of social interaction. However, the sequence is flexible and not universal. 
Several social processes can work together in the real situation.
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For instance, employees in a multinational company cooperate in 
order to reach the objectives of the organization, compete for promotion, 
have conflicts at work, solve problems by negotiating and slowly assimilate 
into the organizational culture. Therefore, multiple social processes can 
coexist in one institution.

In addition, democracies are good examples of coexistence of multiple 
social processes. Political parties cooperate in preserving constitutional 
government, compete in the election period, have sometimes conflicts in 
their debates in parliament, make compromises in legislative negotiations 
and help the country to integrate by functioning in the framework of 
the constitution. Thus, examples show that social processes need to be 
perceived as the interconnected dimensions of social interaction and not 
as separate processes.

2.4.4 � Associative and Dissociative Processes: Comparative Analysis

For convenience of analysis, social processes are classified into 
associative and dissociative. It allows sociologists to differentiate 
processes that lead to integration from those that imply opposition or 
rivalry. However, this classification cannot be taken as a sign that one of 
these processes is beneficial and another one is destructive. Both of them 
perform important functions in society.

Associative processes stimulate cooperation and adjustment. They 
are helpful for the maintenance of social order by encouraging collective 
actions, peaceful coexistence and formation of shared identity. Families, 
educational institutions, voluntary organizations and community 
development programs widely use associative processes in their 
functioning.

On the other hand, dissociative processes include competition, 
rivalry and conflict. While creating tensions, they stimulate innovations, 
institutional reforms, social mobility and political activity. Healthy 
competition increases the effectiveness of organizations while constructive 
conflicts reveal social inequality and encourage democratic reforms.

Therefore, the relation of these two categories is complementary and 
not contradictory. Modern societies need both integration and competition 
to remain stable and make progress.

Despite the usefulness of these distinctions for theoretical 
understanding, reality of social life is not characterized by such rigid 
distinctions. 
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Table 2.4.1  Comparison between Associative and Dissociative Social 
Processes

Basis of 
Comparison

Associative Processes Dissociative Processes

Nature
Promote unity and 
cooperation

Promote rivalry and 
opposition

Major 
Processes

Cooperation, 
Accommodation, 
Assimilation

Competition, Conflict

Primary 
Objective

Social integration
Achievement of interests 
and change

Effect on 
Society

Stability and cohesion
Innovation, reform, and 
social transformation

Nature of 
Relationships

Harmonious Competitive or opposing

Examples
Community development, 
disaster relief, cultural 
integration

Elections, market 
competition, labour 
disputes

Cooperative relations often contain some aspects of competition 
whereas conflicts create some form of cooperation. Sociological analysis 
thus presupposes understanding of these two kinds of relations in an 
integral way.

2.4.5 � Sequence of Social Processes

Social processes are dynamic and continuous in nature. They do 
not appear separately and in some fixed order but evolve depending on 
changing social conditions. However, sociologists have found out that 
many forms of social interaction imply a general sequence where one kind 
of process gradually turns into another one. The understanding of this 
sequentially helps to comprehend the complexity of social relations and 
the way societies sustain both continuity and transformation.

Generally speaking, social interaction starts with cooperation. 
People cooperate since they understand the necessity of mutual help and 
common goals in the course of this cooperation. Cooperation is the basis 
of organized social life irrespective whether it takes place in a family, 
in a workplace, at school or in some community organization. Through 
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interaction people establish relations based on mutual confidence, 
common obligations and goals.

With growing frequency of interaction and complication of society, 
people start to realize different interests and goals. Since there is a limited 
number of such resources as employment opportunities, educational 
services, political posts, economic advantages, etc., competition becomes 
inevitable. Competition makes people better prepared to overcome 
obstacles and improves efficiency of organizations.

But competition is not always peaceful. With perception of inequality, 
injustice and threat for interests, competition can turn into conflict. 
Conflicts may be associated with various issues including economic 
resources, political influence, social status, religion, culture, etc. Open 
confrontation replaces hidden competition and relations become 
complicated.

Permanent conflicts endanger stability of society and hence require 
methods of normalization. As a result, accommodation appears when 
conflicting sides make necessary adjustments in behavior in order to 
live in peace. If interaction proceeds in favorable social conditions for 
some time, accommodation can turn into assimilation. People, through 
constant contact, adopt common values, habits, language and other 
elements of behavior and their differences become less important. They 
have more common characteristics and stronger collective identity. Thus, 
the sequence can be represented in the following way:

Figure 2.1 Sequential progression of major social processes.
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It should be emphasized that the sequence above is purely illustrative. 
In real social life the order may vary depending on particular situation. 
Sometimes, conflicts can be directly solved through accommodation 
without preceding competition while some competitive situations cannot 
turn into conflicts due to acceptance of existing rules. Similar, assimilation 
may not happen if cultural differences are considerable and opportunities 
for interaction are restricted. Thus, sociologists consider social processes 
to be interdependent and flexible, constantly adjusting to changing social, 
economic and political conditions

2.4.6 � Social Processes in Different Social Institutions

Social processes are present in all spheres of social life. Family, 
educational institutions, economic organizations, political systems and 
religious institutions function because of interaction of associative and 
dissociative processes. Their importance depends on aims and structure 
of particular institution.

Family is the main institution where associative processes are clearly 
demonstrated. Cooperation between members of family is necessary 
to meet economic, emotional and social needs. Parents cooperate in 
bringing up children, while children adopt values and norms of behavior 
due to their contacts with family members. However, contradictions may 
appear because of disagreements concerning obligations, financial issues, 
generation differences, etc. Such conflicts are usually settled through 
accommodation, compromise and understanding so that family harmony 
is restored.

Educational institutions also provide a good example of coexistence of 
many social processes. Students and teachers cooperate during teaching-
learning process, while students compete for high academic achievements, 
scholarships and employment opportunities. Differences between 
students or between students and administration may sometimes lead to 
conflict that can be solved by help of institutional regulations, counseling 
or disciplinary measures. Educational institutions are the means of 
assimilation since students come from different cultural, linguistic and 
geographical environments and develop mutual understanding and 
national unity.

In the economic institution cooperation is necessary for production, 
distribution and exchange. Modern industries function because of 
cooperation of managers, engineers, technicians and workers. At the same 
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time businesses compete in markets, customers, innovations and qualified 
personnel. Labor disputes, wage negotiations and industrial strikes 
represent conflicts arising in economic organizations. Accommodation is 
reached due to collective bargaining, arbitration, labor laws and negotiation 
between employers and employees.

Political institution also demonstrates interaction of different social 
processes. Political parties cooperate for maintenance of constitutional 
government while competing during elections for political power. 
Parliamentary debates, public protests and ideological disagreements are 
the forms of political conflict. Democratic constitutions, judicial system 
and electoral commissions are the means of management of conflict and 
accommodation within the framework of law.

Religious institutions also demonstrate interaction of associative and 
dissociative processes. Church members cooperate in conducting religious 
rituals, doing charity work and engaging in community service. At the 
same time, differences in beliefs or interpretation may sometimes cause 
conflicts both inside and between different religious groups. Dialogue, 
constitutional guarantees and mutual respect provide accommodation and 
peaceful coexistence in pluralistic societies.

In recent decades, digital institutions and online communities have 
appeared as new spheres of social interaction. Social media, virtual 
classes, professional networks and online communities demonstrate 
cooperation through collaborative learning and information exchange. At 
the same time, they demonstrate competition for influence, subscribers 
and visibility while disagreements in online can sometimes transform 
into conflicts. Moderation policies, community rules and legal regulation 
provide accommodation in digital environment.

The functioning of these institutions proves that no social process 
prevails in social life. Instead, different processes proceed simultaneously 
complementing each other and helping to sustain, adapt and develop 
institutions.

2.4.7 � Social Processes and Social Change

Social change is one of the key issues of sociological concern, whereas 
social processes serve as mechanisms for social change. Any changes in 
social structures, institutions, culture or behavior patterns occur due to 
continuous interaction between people and groups. Hence, social processes 
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represent the dynamic base for studying both stability and social change 
in society.

Cooperation plays an important role in planned social change through 
joint activities on reaching common goals. Programs on increasing literacy 
rate, improving public health, environment protection, gender equality, 
sustainable development, etc., succeed due to cooperative efforts of several 
parties.

Healthy competition encourages innovation and development by 
pushing people and organizations to achieve better results. Advancements 
in sciences, healthcare, technologies, renewable energy and higher 
education are the result of healthy competition between researchers, 
universities and countries. Thus, competition plays an important role in 
the process of economic and technological development.

Conflict has always been the major driving force of social change. 
Movements against colonialism, struggle for democratic freedoms, 
campaigns for gender equality, ecological justice and social inclusion were 
achieved due to social conflicts. As pointed out by Karl Marx and conflict 
theorists, social inequalities become apparent during conflicts, and this 
fact stimulates reforms in institutions and policies.

The processes of accommodation and assimilation are equally important 
because they help societies to adapt to changes in their surroundings. Rapid 
urbanization, migrations, globalization and diversity require constant 
adaptation between people and groups. While accommodation helps 
people to live peacefully together, assimilation helps social integration 
through fostering shared values and identity.

Technological inventions like artificial intelligence, digital 
communications and social networks have changed interaction patterns in 
contemporary societies. New types of cooperation, competition, conflict 
and accommodation arise in the virtual world. Thus, sociologists begin 
studying social processes not only in physical but also in virtual social 
environments.

As follows from above, social processes are not static concepts but 
dynamic forces that affect the course and speed of social change. Studying 
social processes, sociologists learn how societies respond to the emergence 
of new challenges, solve arising problems and adapt to changing economic, 
political, technological and cultural realities of life.
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2.4.8 � Let Us Sum Up

Social processes are interrelated patterns of interaction that determine 
functioning and development of society. Cooperation, competition, 
conflict, accommodation and assimilation work simultaneously in various 
institutions and social contexts affecting social stability and social change.

Contrary to the assumption that social processes work independently, 
these phenomena complement each other by preserving social order, solving 
arising tensions, stimulating innovation and helping societies to adapt to 
changing conditions. Study of these processes gives a comprehensive idea 
about the dynamic nature of society.

2.4.9 � Keywords

Social Integration, Social Change, Cooperation, Competition, 
Accommodation, Assimilation, Conflict

2.4.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the interrelationship among the major social processes 
with suitable illustrations. 

2.	 Compare associative and dissociative social processes and discuss 
their significance in society. 

3.	 Examine the sequential nature of social processes with appropriate 
examples. 

4.	 Discuss the operation of social processes in different social 
institutions. 

5.	 Critically analyse the contribution of social processes to social 
change in contemporary society.
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Lesson 2.5 - Social Processes in Contemporary Society

Structure

2.5.1 	 Objectives

2.5.2 	 Introduction

2.5.3 	 Changing Nature of Social Processes

2.5.4 	 Social Processes in the Age of Globalization

2.5.5 	 Social Processes in the Digital Society

2.5.6 	 Emerging Challenges to Social Processes

2.5.7 	 Future Directions of Social Processes

2.5.8 	 Let us sum up

2.5.9 	 Keywords

2.5.10  �	  Self-Assessment Questions

2.5.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the changing nature of social processes in contemporary 
society. 

 	 ➢ analyse the influence of globalization and digital technology on 
social interaction. 

 	 ➢ examine the emerging challenges affecting social processes. 

2.5.2 � Introduction

The study of social processes has been growing in significance in the 
21st century owing to the fact that the context of interaction of people 
has greatly changed. Scientific and technological progress, urbanization, 
globalization, migration, digital interaction and change in the pattern of 
employment have transformed the way people, groups and institutions 
interact. Although cooperation, competition, accommodation, assimilation, 
and conflict continue to remain crucial processes, their forms have greatly 
changed.

The world in contemporary society has never before been as 
interconnected as it is now. People do not only interact within the family, 
community and at the workplace but also within the network of global 
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economy, e-learning environment, digital communication platforms and 
international institutions. These changes have created new opportunities 
for cooperation and innovation while generating new types of competition, 
conflict and social inequality.

Therefore, the study of changing nature of social processes is extremely 
important for the analysis of current social problems. The sociologists 
increasingly focus on the impact of technology innovation, globalization, 
environmental issues, demographic changes and digital interaction on 
human relationships and social institutions. This lesson will illustrate 
these changes and show the relevance of social processes for the analysis 
of modern society.

2.5.3 � Changing Nature of Social Processes

Social processes always reflect the social, economic, political and 
cultural situation in a particular era. As societies change, the form of 
interaction of individuals and groups changes as well. Therefore, the basic 
concepts of cooperation, competition, accommodation, assimilation, 
and conflict remain the same but their forms and scope have changed 
significantly in contemporary society.

One of the major transformations that can be observed is the complexity 
of social relations. The traditional societies had quite stable and localized 
interactions centered around family, kinship and community. In contrast 
to that, the contemporary society involves a range of interactions within 
educational institutions, workplaces, professional organizations, digital 
platforms and international institutions. Individuals belong to many social 
groups and must adjust to different expectations and responsibilities.

The other major transformation is the significance of formal 
institutions. Life in contemporary world implies interaction within large 
formal organizations such as universities, multinational companies, 
government agencies, healthcare system, financial institutions, and 
international organizations. Interaction within these institutions implies 
complex cooperation of people with different knowledge, skills and 
responsibilities. That is why the form of indirect cooperation has become 
much more relevant than direct cooperation in many spheres of social life.

The development of education and economy has also increased 
the importance of competition. Individuals compete for better 
education, employment, research grants, professional recognition and 
entrepreneurship success. Although this competition motivates for 
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achievements and innovation, it also creates new problems regarding 
people’s health, work-life balance and inequality in access to opportunities.

Similarly, the patterns of conflicts have also become much more 
diversified. Conflicts in the contemporary world extend beyond economics 
and involve environmental protection, gender equality, social justice, 
digital privacy, culture identity, migration and access to technological 
resources. Many of the conflicts in contemporary society occur within 
democratic institutions, social movements, judicial process and public 
discussion rather than through violence.

Accommodation and assimilation have also got a new concept in the 
multicultural society. Migration, urbanization and international mobility 
make individuals from different linguistic, religious and cultural backgrounds 
to interact on daily basis. Consequently, mutual accommodation, intercultural 
dialogue and inclusive social policy become crucial for maintenance of 
social harmony. These changes clearly show that the social processes are 
dynamic and adaptable. Instead of becoming obsolete, social processes keep 
on evolving to fit the needs of contemporary society.

2.5.4 � Social Processes in the Era of Globalization

Globalization has transformed the nature of social processes in a 
way that has made different societies more interdependent in terms of 
economy, politics, culture and technology. Development of transportation, 
communications and information technologies has allowed individuals, 
organizations and governments to interact across borders very rapidly and 
very often.

One of the major outcomes of globalization is the expansion of 
international cooperation. Countries increasingly cooperate in areas such 
as scientific research, environmental protection, public health, disaster 
management, higher education and economic development. International 
organizations help to facilitate cooperation in matters that cannot be 
solved by the efforts of one country alone.

Globalization has also intensified economic competition. Firms 
compete in international markets that require innovation, efficiency 
and effective management. Likewise, workers compete in global labour 
markets that require educational qualifications, professional skills and 
technological competence.

Migration is another dimension of globalization. The mass movement 
of people due to education, employment or humanitarian reasons has 
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made many societies culturally diverse. This process creates opportunities 
for cultural exchange and economic development but also poses challenges 
in terms of accommodation, assimilation and social integration.

Globalization has also generated new forms of social conflicts. 
Economic inequalities between nations, cultural differences, environmental 
issues, migration, debates on national identity are often the source of 
disagreements. However, international diplomacy, multilateral institutions 
and legal framework provide the means to solve these conflicts without 
resorting to violence.

The sociological point of perceive on globalization is that the 
social processes occur at multiple levels – local, national, regional and 
international. The analysis of these processes is essential to understand 
contemporary society and solve its problems.

2.5.5 � Social Processes in the Digital Society

The rapid development of digital technology has transformed the 
nature of human interaction and created new context in which the social 
processes operate. The widespread use of internet, smartphones, social 
media, artificial intelligence and digital communication have changed 
dramatically the ways in which individuals establish relationships, 
exchange information and participate in social, economic, educational 
and political activities. Therefore, sociologists increasingly recognize the 
digital environment as a new domain of social processes.

One of the major changes is the emergence of virtual cooperation. 
Digital communication technologies allow individuals separated 
geographically to cooperate efficiently. Researchers from different 
countries collaborate on scientific projects, students learn in the online 
environment, healthcare specialists provide telemedicine services and 
firms coordinate their activity using digital technologies. The experience 
of the COVID-19 pandemic showed that the digital cooperation became 
extremely important as educational institutions, governmental agencies 
and private companies extensively used online communication to provide 
essential services.

Digital society has also increased the degree of competition. Companies 
compete in creating innovations, improving digital services and attracting 
customers in highly competitive global markets. Individuals compete in 
getting jobs in technology-intensive industries, digital entrepreneurship, 
networking and digital content creation. New types of competition were 



Notes

102

introduced by social media, as individuals and organizations seek more 
visibility, influence and engagement of their audiences.

New forms of conflict were also generated by the digital environment. 
Communication online often results in clashes of ideas regarding politics, 
religions, culture and social issues. Misinformation, cyberbullying, identity 
theft, cybercrime, online scams and hate speech raised many social and 
legal concerns. It stimulated governments and technology companies to 
introduce regulations promoting proper communication in digital society.

Processes of accommodation also became significant in digital society. 
Users representing various cultures, speaking various languages and 
coming from different countries communicate on one digital platform 
and should accommodate different points of perceive and ways of 
communicating. Codes of conduct, community guidelines and moderation 
rules are established in online communities to ensure smooth interaction 
and minimize conflicts.

Digital communication has also played an important role in assimilation. 
People get exposed to a variety of cultures, languages and lifestyle due to 
frequent communication online, participation in international education 
programs and consumption of global cultural products. Such interaction 
promotes intercultural relations but raises important questions regarding 
cultural identity and preservation of local traditions.

Formation of digital communities is another characteristic of digital 
society. Digital communities emerge not based on geography but on 
common interests. Various examples of cooperation and social integration 
taking place in virtual environments include professional networks, online 
research groups, educational forums, patient support groups, hobby clubs 
etc. It demonstrates that sociological concepts are still relevant despite the 
technology revolution.

Thus, digital society has broadened the scope of social processes 
instead of replacing them. The same processes of cooperation, competition, 
accommodation, assimilation and conflict continue to define human 
interaction, only now they take place in the virtual social space in addition 
to traditional social space.

2.5.6 � Emerging Challenges to Social Processes

Although current developments brought many opportunities for 
cooperation and social integration, they also created serious challenges 
influencing the performance of social processes. Sociologists increasingly 
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study these challenges as they influence the quality of social relationships 
and the stability of institutions in modern societies.

Social inequality is one of the most important challenges which 
remains relevant even despite the economic growth and technological 
progress. Disparities in income, education, healthcare, employment and 
access to digital resources determine opportunities for individuals and 
communities.

The digital divide is another significant challenge. Despite the 
advantages that digital technologies bring in terms of communication and 
learning, the access to them is uneven among regions and socio-economic 
groups. Lack of internet connectivity, digital literacy and technological 
infrastructure limits the access to education, employment and services for 
many segments of population. Thus, the issue of digital inequality became 
an important object of sociological research.

Increasing cultural diversity due to globalization and immigration 
represents both challenges and opportunities for society. While 
multicultural society stimulates cultural innovation, it also requires 
constant accommodation and understanding. Language, religion, ethnic 
and cultural differences may sometimes cause misunderstandings and 
social tension, if there are no appropriate mechanisms of dialogue and 
inclusion.

Spread of misinformation and disinformation through digital media 
has also influenced social interaction. False information may manipulate 
public opinion, increase polarization, undermine trust in institutions and 
lead to social conflicts. Thus, the relation between media, communication 
and social processes becomes a topic of sociological research.

Increasing level of mental problems due to the high level of competition 
and changing patterns of social interaction is another emerging challenge. 
Academic pressure, competition at work, social media comparison and 
economic uncertainty led to growing levels of stress, anxiety and social 
isolation. This issue highlights the necessity to combine competition and 
cooperation.

Environmental problems such as climate change, natural disasters and 
resource scarcity also influence social processes. These challenges require 
considerable cooperation of governments, scientific institutions, civil 
society organizations and local communities. However, competition for 
resources and disagreements about environmental policy may also lead to 
conflicts on local, national and international levels.
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Thus, addressing these challenges requires inclusive public policies, 
effective institutions, ethical leadership, technological responsibility and 
citizen participation. Sociological research offers useful insights on how 
societies may cooperate more successfully while handling competition 
and conflict.

2.5.7 � Future Directions of Social Processes

The future of social processes will be defined by further development 
of technology, globalization, demographic changes, environmental 
sustainability and scientific innovation. Though the context of interaction 
will continue to change, sociological processes defining human 
relationships will remain important for the functioning of society in the 
future.

Increased importance of global cooperation will become one of the 
important trends due to challenges such as climate change, public health 
emergencies, food security, biodiversity conservation and sustainable 
development that cannot be solved by individual nations. Thus, global 
cooperation of governments, research institutions, industries and civil 
society organizations will become more and more important. Technological 
innovations will also influence the patterns of social interaction. Artificial 
intelligence, robotics, biotechnology and digital communication will 
create new kinds of jobs, organizational structures and collaboration. 
Sociologists will continue researching the effect of these processes on 
social relationships, employment, education and institutional functioning.

Future societies will also become more multicultural and interconnected 
due to migration, urbanization and international education. It will make 
accommodation, assimilation and intercultural dialogue essential factors 
of peaceful coexistence. Educational institutions and public policies will 
play an important role in tolerance, equality and citizenship promotion.

Another important direction is related to the development of 
responsible digital societies. With the deeper integration of technologies 
in people’s lives, societies will require appropriate legal regulation, ethical 
standards and institutional arrangements protecting privacy, responsible 
communication and reducing cyber conflict.

In addition, more attention needs to be paid to sustainable 
development and social responsibility. It is necessary for governments, 
companies, education and other social institutions to work together to 
solve environmental problems and develop the economy and guarantee 
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social justice. To cope with such tasks, it will be necessary to conduct social 
processes of both associational and dissociative character in democratic 
environment.

In sociological terms, the future will not bring an end to competition 
or conflict processes. The future task is how to conduct these processes 
positively through dialogue and cooperation, reforming institutions 
and democratic participation. Societies which find a balance between 
innovation and social justice, competition and cooperation, diversity and 
inclusion will find a way to sustainable development and well-being. Thus, 
the studying of social processes is important to understand the changing 
nature of society and to prepare people to take part in it.

2.5.8 � Let Us Sum Up

Social processes continue to determine the human interactions despite 
all transformations which were brought by globalization, urbanization, 
innovations and development of the communication technologies. The 
forms of cooperation, competition, accommodation, assimilation and 
conflict have changed but their sociological concept did not change. They 
now happen at the same time physically and virtually, affecting individuals, 
institutions, communities and nations.

The future of the society depends on proper conducting of social 
processes through democratic institutions, ethical governing, technological 
responsibility and inclusive policy. It is therefore important to know 
sociological approaches to social processes in order to analyse modern 
problems and promote sustainable social development.

2.5.9 � Keywords

Globalization, Digital Society, Virtual Community, Digital 
Cooperation, Social Media, Digital Divide  

2.5.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Examine the changing nature of social processes in contemporary 
society. 

2.	 Discuss the impact of globalization on cooperation, competition, 
accommodation, assimilation, and conflict. 

3.	 Explain the role of digital technology in transforming social 
processes with suitable examples. 
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4.	 Analyse the major challenges influencing social processes in the 
twenty-first century. 

5.	 Critically examine the future directions of social processes in 
the context of globalization, technological advancement, and 
sustainable development. 
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UNIT – III

Culture

Introduction

Culture is the foundation of every society. It includes the shared values, 
beliefs, customs, traditions, language, symbols, norms, and material objects 
that shape human behaviour and distinguish one society from another. 
Culture is learned through social interaction and transmitted from one 
generation to the next, providing individuals with a common way of thinking, 
behaving, and interacting within society. It promotes social continuity while 
adapting to changing social, economic, and technological conditions.

This unit introduces the concept of culture, its components, 
characteristics, and functions. It also explains the concept of cultural lag, 
examines the relationship between culture and civilization, and discusses 
the relevance of culture in contemporary society. The unit enables students 
to understand how culture influences social life and contributes to both 
social stability and social change.

Objectives

After studying this unit, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept and meaning of culture. 

 	 ➢ describe the components and characteristics of culture. 

 	 ➢ analyse the functions and significance of culture in society. 

 	 ➢ explain the concept of cultural lag and its relevance in contemporary 
society. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between culture and civilization. 

 	 ➢ evaluate the role of culture in contemporary society. 
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Lesson 3.1 - Concept and Meaning of Culture

Structure

3.1.1 	 Objectives

3.1.2 	 Introduction

3.1.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Culture

3.1.4 	 Definitions of Culture

3.1.5 	 Nature and Characteristics of Culture

3.1.6 	 Importance of Culture

3.1.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

3.1.8 	 Keywords

3.1.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

3.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept and meaning of culture. 

 	 ➢ describe the sociological definitions of culture. 

 	 ➢ discuss the nature and characteristics of culture. 

 	 ➢ examine the importance of culture in human society. 

3.1.2 � Introduction

Human society is different from all other forms of life in that it 
produces and passes culture. Whereas animals behave by instinct, humans 
behave through learning by interacting with each other. The behaviour 
patterns of humans that are learned include language, customs, beliefs, 
values, knowledge, art, religion, and technology, which together constitute 
culture. Every society, simple or complex, has culture, which helps 
individuals perform socially responsible roles.

Culture is a very important concept in sociology in that it influences 
almost all aspects of life of an individual. It determines individual 
personality, guides behaviour of people, preserves social heritage of 
society, and ensures continuity from one generation to another. Culture 
itself is also dynamic and keeps evolving due to scientific and technological 
developments, economic progress, and interaction with other cultures.
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This lesson introduces culture by discussing its concept, definitions in 
sociology, nature, characteristics, and importance. It is the basic concept 
that is necessary to understand the following lessons on cultural lag, 
culture and civilization, and role of culture in contemporary society.

3.1.3 � Concept and Meaning of Culture

Culture is one of the most important concepts in sociology because 
it is a distinctive way of life of a society. Culture includes the knowledge, 
beliefs, values, customs, traditions, language, art, laws, morals, and 
material objects of a society. Culture provides individuals with a pattern 
of understanding the world and behaves in different social situations. It 
distinguishes societies from each other and makes individuals identify 
with a particular society.

The word culture is derived from the Latin word “colere” that connotes 
“to cultivate” or “to nurture.” Starting from the cultivation of the land, the 
term started to mean cultivation of human mind and behaviour. Culture in 
sociology is more than achievement in art or education but the total way 
of life of a group or society.

Culture is learned rather than inherited. Humans are not born 
with cultural knowledge; instead, they acquire it by a process known as 
socialization. From early childhood individuals learn language, manners, 
customs, beliefs, values, and social norms of behaviour by interacting with 
family members, educational institutions, peers, religious organizations, 
and mass media. This process makes individuals a socially functioning 
unit.

Culture is also shared and collective. It does not belong to an individual 
but to an entire society. Individuals in society have similar beliefs, values, 
traditions, and behavioural patterns that help them cooperate and integrate 
in social life. Although individuals may have their personal preferences, 
they mostly take part in the common cultural system that organizes social 
life.

Another important characteristic of culture is that it is transmitted 
from one generation to another. Societies use education, family traditions, 
religious beliefs and practices, literature, and modern technologies of 
communication to transmit their cultural heritage to the future generation 
by modifying it according to changing conditions. Thus, it helps ensure 
continuity and make every generation develop achievements of the 
previous generation.
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Culture is material and non-material. Material culture consists of the 
tangible objects created by human beings, such as houses, clothes, tools, 
machinery, books, transport, and works of art. Non-material culture 
includes the intangible parts of culture, such as language, beliefs, values, 
customs, norms, traditions, religion, and moral principles. Both these 
forms of culture are closely related and together define social life of 
individuals.

Culture is dynamic rather than static. It is always changing in response 
to scientific discoveries, technological innovations, economic development, 
migration, globalization, and interaction with other cultures. While 
some aspects of culture remain stable during many years, others change 
very rapidly to meet changing requirements of social life and changing 
environment.

Thus, culture can be understood as a total way of life of a society. 
It embraces all things that individuals learn, share, create, and transmit 
as members of a social group. By defining common values, norms, and 
behavioural patterns, culture helps in ensuring social order, creating social 
identity, and providing continuity and development of society.

The concept of culture serves as the basis for understanding human 
society. It explains why people belonging to different societies think, 
behave, and organize their life differently but at the same time share 
common cultural patterns in their societies. The following section 
describes some of the important sociological definitions of culture put 
forward by renowned scholars.

Table 3.1.1  Dimensions of Culture

Dimension Meaning Illustration

Cognitive
Knowledge, ideas, and 
meanings through which people 
understand the world

Language, education, 
scientific knowledge

Normative
Values and rules that guide 
behaviour

Honesty, equality, 
customs, laws

Symbolic
Signs and objects that 
communicate shared meanings

Flags, religious symbols, 
gestures

Behavioural
Established patterns of action 
and social practice

Greeting styles, rituals, 
eating practices
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Material
Physical objects created and 
used by people

Houses, clothing, tools, 
technology

Expressive
Creative forms through which 
people communicate feelings 
and meanings

Music, literature, dance, 
painting

3.1.4 � Definitions of Culture

Sociologists and anthropologists have defined culture differently. 
While the definitions are somewhat different in focus, all of them agree 
that culture is a learned and shared way of life that influences human 
behaviour and social relations. The following definitions have contributed 
significantly to the sociological study of culture.

Edward B. Tylor, a British anthropologist, gave one of the first and most 
accepted definitions of culture. In his book Primitive Culture published 
in 1871, he defined culture as follows “Culture or civilization, taken in 
its broad ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and 
habits acquired by man as a member of society.”

The definition emphasizes that culture includes not only ideas and 
beliefs but also material objects created by humans. According to Joseph 
Fichter, culture is “The total way of life of a people.” Though short, the 
definition captures the essence of culture in its totality.

The famous sociologist, Kingsley Davis said that culture was the unique 
aspect of humans which separates the human society from the animal 
kingdom. It is learned, accumulated and transmitted from one generation 
to another. All these definitions together show us that culture is not limited 
to literature, music and arts. In fact, it includes all the things that are 
learned, created, shared and transmitted through society by the people. 
This includes the way of communicating, celebrating festivals, practicing 
religion, organizing families, earning livelihood and interacting with others.

Table 3.1.2 Selected Definitions of Culture

Sociologist/
Anthropologist

Definition/Key Idea

Edward B. Tylor
Culture is the “complex whole” including knowledge, 
belief, art, morals, law, customs, and other acquired 
capabilities.
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MacIver and Page
Culture is the expression of values, ways of living, 
thinking, and intellectual development.

Robert Bierstedt
Culture consists of everything people think, do, and 
possess as members of society.

Joseph Fichter Culture is the total way of life of a people.

Kingsley Davis
Culture is a learned and uniquely human characteristic 
transmitted across generations.

In spite of different perspective about the nature of culture, these 
definitions possess certain common elements. All these definitions 
emphasize the fact that culture is learned, shared among the members of 
society, transmitted from generation to generation and represented through 
material objects and non-material values, beliefs and customs. All these 
common elements constitute the sociological definition of culture and 
help in explaining its importance in human society. The following section 
describes the nature and characteristics of culture which differentiate it 
from the other aspects of social life.

3.1.5 � Nature and Characteristics of Culture

Culture has some special characteristics which distinguish it from 
biological inheritance and individual behaviour. These characteristics 
describe the process of culture formation and its effects on society. 
Although all cultures differ among societies, there are some common 
characteristics which make culture the universal element of human life.

Learned Behaviour

Culture is learned rather than inherited. Humans do not possess any 
cultural knowledge or behaviour from birth. They learn language, customs, 
beliefs, values and social practices through the process of socialization. 
The first institution which helps in learning culture is the family and 
then schools, peer groups, religious institutions and media help them 
in learning culture during their whole life. For example, the practices of 
greeting the elders with folded hands, shaking hand or bowing the head 
are cultural practices which are learned by the people from the society and 
not biologically inherited.

Shared by Members of Society

Culture is shared by the members of a society or group. It comprises 
common beliefs, values, traditions and patterns of behaviour which are 
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collectively accepted and followed. Shared culture creates a feeling of 
belongingness and unites the society. Although, the individuals may differ 
in their perceive and lifestyle, they generally follow the cultural norms and 
values of their society.

Social in Nature

Culture develops through social interactions and exists only in the 
society. It can never develop in isolation as it is developed, maintained 
and transmitted through social interactions of individuals and groups. 
Language, customs, traditions and institutions develop through continuous 
interactions among the members of society and hence culture is a social 
phenomenon.

Transmitted from Generation to Generation

One of the most important characteristic of culture is its continuity. 
Culture is transmitted from one generation to another through 
family, education, religion, literature, traditions and modern means of 
communication. This process helps in preserving the heritage of society 
along with introducing the innovations of new ideas by each generation.

Dynamic and Adaptive

Culture is never static but keeps changing in response to the 
changing situations. Scientific discoveries, technological advancements, 
economic developments, globalization, migration and environmental 
changes influence cultural practices and beliefs. For example, digital 
communication, online education and electronic banking have brought 
about major changes in the lifestyles of the people in the last two decades.

Satisfies Human Needs

Culture develops due to the fact that it helps individuals and societies 
in satisfying various social, economic, psychological and spiritual needs. 
It provides the established ways to fulfil the basic requirements of humans 
such as food, shelter, education, communication, recreation and social 
organization. Hence, it makes the social life of people organized and 
meaningful.

Integrated System

The various elements of culture are very interrelated and work as 
an integrated system. Change in one element of culture affects other 
elements of culture as well. For example, technological innovations have 
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affected communication, education, employment, relationships in families 
and entertainment. Similarly, change in education affects economic 
development and political participation.

Ideal and Normative

Culture provides ideals, values, norms and behavioural standards to 
the individuals in the society. These norms help people to differentiate 
between acceptable and unacceptable behaviours and maintain discipline, 
cooperation and social order. Though, all people don’t follow the cultural 
norms strictly but still they serve as important guides in social life.

Distinctive to Every Society

Each society has its own unique culture which reflects the history 
of experience, geographic conditions, religion and social values of that 
society. Hence, the cultures of different societies are different from each 
other in language, food habits, dressing, festivals, marriage customs and 
social practices. These differences give uniqueness to each society and 
contribute towards the rich civilization of humanity.

Table 3.1.3 Characteristics of Culture

Characteristic Description

Learned
Acquired through socialization rather than biological 
inheritance

Shared
Provides common meanings and expectations, although 
people and groups may interpret them differently

Symbolic
Expressed and communicated through language, signs, 
gestures, and objects

Transmitted
Passed from one generation to another through family, 
education, religion, media, and institutions

Dynamic
Changes in response to technological, economic, political, 
and social conditions

Cumulative
Builds upon knowledge, practices, and achievements 
developed by earlier generations

Integrated
Its different elements are interconnected, although they 
may also contain contradictions

Normative
Provides values, ideals, and standards that guide social 
behaviour
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Adaptive
Enables individuals and groups to respond to changing 
social and environmental conditions

Diverse
Varies across societies and includes subcultures, 
countercultures, and multiple identities

These characteristics show us that culture is something more than just 
a set of customs and traditions. In fact, it is a dynamic and integrated 
system which determines human behaviour, maintains social continuity 
and allows the societies to adapt to changing situations. Culture fulfils this 
purpose by providing accepted values and behavioural patterns in society.

3.1.6 � Importance of Culture

Culture is very important for the society as it shapes human behaviour, 
ensures social order and gives a sense of identity and continuity. It 
influences all the aspects of social life including individual behaviour 
and family relations, education, economy, politics and religion. Without 
culture, there would be no organized social life at all.

Shapes Human Behaviour

Culture gives guidelines for acceptable behaviour through cultural 
norms, values, customs and traditions. These cultural standards help 
individuals to understand the appropriate behaviour in various social 
situations and establish harmonious relationships with others. For 
example, the practices like respecting elders, observing social etiquette 
and participating in community celebrations are learned by the people 
through culture.

Provides Social Identity

Culture provides the sense of belongingness and identity to the 
individuals. People feel a connection with their language, religion, 
customs, traditions and cultural heritage. This sense of identity increases 
emotional bonding with society and unites its members. National festivals, 
traditional dresses, folk music and regional cuisines are important symbols 
of culture which strengthen social identity.

Promotes Socialization

Culture provides the content of socialization. Through family, 
schools, peer groups, religion and media, individuals learn the values, 
beliefs, customs and behavioural patterns of their society. This helps them 
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in performing their social roles effectively and becoming responsible 
members of society. Without culture, the process of socialization would 
have nothing to transmit.

Maintains Social Order

Culture ensures social stability through the establishment of acceptable 
norms and standards of behaviour. People usually abide by these norms 
willingly since they are socially desirable. This avoids conflicts, encourages 
cooperation and helps to ensure social order. For example, honesty, 
responsibility, respect for law and cooperation are some of the cultural 
values that facilitate the functioning of the society.

Preserves Cultural Heritage

Culture ensures the preservation of knowledge, traditions, customs, 
language, literature, art and historical experience of the society. This 
heritage gets passed on from one generation to the other through education, 
family traditions, festivals and cultural institutions. This ensures national 
identity and continuity between the past and present.

Encourages Social Integration

Culture establishes common values and experiences that bind people 
together irrespective of their occupation, religion, region or social 
background. Common cultural practices facilitate cooperation, mutual 
respect and peaceful coexistence. In culturally diverse societies like India, 
common constitutional values and national festivals facilitate social 
integration and national unity.

Table 3.1.4  Importance of Culture

Area of Sociological 
Analysis

Contribution of Culture

Understanding Social 
Differences

Explains variations in beliefs, behaviour, customs, 
and institutions across societies

Interpreting Social 
Action

Helps explain the meanings individuals attach to 
their actions and relationships

Studying Socialization
Shows how individuals acquire values, norms, 
language, identities, and social roles
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Analysing Institutions
Helps examine how family, education, religion, 
economy, and politics are shaped by cultural 
meanings

Examining Power and 
Inequality

Reveals how cultural values and representations 
may legitimise or challenge class, caste, gender, 
and ethnic inequalities

Understanding Social 
Change

Explains how new ideas, technologies, cultural 
exchanges, and social movements transform 
society

Promoting Cultural 
Understanding

Encourages sensitivity towards cultural diversity 
and helps challenge ethnocentric assumptions

Facilitates Social Change

While culture provides stability, it also facilitates social change 
through innovation and adaptation. Discoveries in science and technology, 
education and contacts with other societies bring about new ideas that 
become a part of culture over a period of time. Increasing use of digital 
technology, online education and digital payments is an example of cultural 
adaptation to changing social conditions.

Improves Quality of Life

Culture enhances the quality of human life by encouraging literary 
pursuits, music, dance, art, architecture, games and other cultural activities. 
These cultural activities provide recreation, facilitate creativity and also 
facilitate the intellectual and emotional development of individuals. These 
activities also enrich cultural diversity and encourage mutual appreciation 
among different communities.

Culture is thus the basis of social life. It provides the common values 
and behavioural patterns that enable people to live together in a well-
organized society. On the other hand, its dynamic nature enables societies 
to adapt to changing conditions while preserving their cultural heritage.

3.1.7  Let Us Sum Up

Culture refers to the learned and shared way of life of a society. Culture 
includes the knowledge, beliefs, values, customs, traditions, language, 
symbols, norms and material objects that guide human behaviour and 
differentiate one society from another. While biology provides inherited 
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traits, culture is learned through socialization and passed on from one 
generation to another.

Sociologists have provided various definitions of culture from 
diverse angles, but all agree that it is a collective and dynamic process 
that determines the behaviour of individuals and social relations. Culture 
has certain important features; it is learned, shared, social, transmitted, 
dynamic, adaptive, integrated and normative. These features make it 
possible for culture to provide continuity while adapting to changing 
social conditions.

Culture plays a very important role in shaping personality, providing 
social identity, encouraging socialization, maintaining social order, 
preserving cultural heritage, encouraging social integration, facilitating 
social change and improving quality of life. Culture as the foundation of 
social life helps individuals to live harmoniously and makes a positive 
contribution to the stability and development of society.

3.1.8 � Keywords

Non-material Culture, Values, Norms, Customs, Traditions, 
Socialization, Cultural Heritage

3.1.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is culture? Explain the concept of culture from the perspective 
of sociology.

2.	 Describe the important definitions of culture by E.B. Tylor, MacIver 
and Page, and Robert Bierstedt.

3.	 Describe the major features of culture along with suitable examples.

4.	 Explain the importance of culture in shaping individual behaviour 
and maintaining social order.

5.	 Critically evaluate the role of culture in preserving social continuity 
while promoting social change.
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Lesson 3.2 - Components, Characteristics and Functions of Culture

Structure

3.2.1 	 Objectives

3.2.2 	 Introduction

3.2.3 	 Components of Culture

3.2.4 	 Material and Non-material Culture

3.2.5 	 Functions of Culture

3.2.6 	 Culture as an Integrated System

3.2.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

3.2.8 	 Keywords

3.2.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

3.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ identify the major components of culture. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between material and non-material culture. 

 	 ➢ explain the functions of culture in society. 

 	 ➢ analyse culture as an integrated system influencing social life. 

3.2.2 � Introduction

Culture is a complex and comprehensive system that affects every 
sphere of human life. It does not refer merely to customs and traditions 
but includes many interlinked elements that guide the behaviour of 
individuals and groups. These elements include language, values, beliefs, 
norms, symbols, customs, traditions and material objects created by the 
society. These elements together constitute the cultural system of society.

The understanding of the components of culture helps us to understand 
how societies preserve their heritage, regulate behaviour and adapt to 
changing social conditions. Culture also fulfils many important functions 
by facilitating socialization, maintaining social order, strengthening 
social integration and facilitating social change. This lesson examines 
the major components of culture and distinguishes between material and 
non-material culture. It also analyses the important functions fulfilled by 
culture in society.
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3.2.3 � Components of Culture

Culture includes several components that are interlinked and shape 
the thinking and behaviour of people living within the society. These 
components provide the framework for individuals to understand their 
social environment and participate in community life. The components of 
culture vary from one society to another but the basic components can be 
found in every human society.

Language

Language is one of the most important components of culture. It is 
the principal means of communication of ideas, thoughts, feelings and 
experiences. Language serves as the medium for the transmission of 
knowledge and cultural heritage from one generation to the other. It also 
plays a major role in preserving the identity of the community. Societies 
have different languages and dialects reflecting their history, traditions 
and social values. In a multi-lingual society like India, language plays a 
major role in cultural diversity and national integration.

Symbols

Symbols refer to objects, signs, gestures, sounds or images carrying 
a particular concept for the people belonging to the society. They help 
individuals to communicate their complex ideas and strengthen the 
collective identity. For example, the national flag stands for unity and 
patriotism while religious symbols stand for faith and spirituality. Traffic 
lights, logos and emojis are also some examples of symbols in our daily 
lives.

Values

Values refer to the socially accepted ideals about what is desirable, 
good or important. Values influence attitudes, provide guidance in decision 
making and also the criteria for judging behaviour. Values such as honesty, 
equality, justice, respect, compassion and responsibility are necessary to 
maintain social harmony. Even though values differ from one society to 
another, they provide the moral basis of social life.

Norms

Norms refer to the accepted rules of behaviour regulating interactions 
among the members of society. Norms specify the expectations of 
individuals in various situations and help in maintaining social order. 
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Norms can either be formal such as laws and institutional regulations or 
informal including customs, etiquette and social expectations. Violation of 
important norms attracts criticism, social disapproval and legal sanctions.

Beliefs

Beliefs represent ideas and perceive that people consider to be true. 
Religion, tradition, education, science, and experience are factors that 
may affect the formation of beliefs. Beliefs determine people’s perception 
of reality and their attitude and behaviour. Thus, beliefs concerning 
environmental protection, human rights, or religion determine individual 
and collective actions and policy-making.

Customs and Traditions

A custom represents a behavioural pattern that becomes socially 
accepted due to its repeated performance. The custom that continues to 
exist over time and is transferred from generation to generation constitutes 
a tradition and represents the heritage of society’s culture. Celebration of 
festivals, marriage rituals, traditional greetings, and other customs are 
important to preserve cultural continuity and social bonding.

Knowledge

Knowledge is a collection of experience, skills, achievements in science, 
and practices of a certain society. It allows people to solve problems, 
improve their quality of life and adapt to changing conditions. Educational 
organizations play an essential role in preserving and transferring 
knowledge, whereas scientific research contribute to its constant growth

Table 3.2.1 Major Components of Culture

Component Description Example

Language Medium of communication Tamil, Hindi, English

Symbols
Objects or signs carrying 
shared concepts

National Flag, traffic 
signals

Values Ideals that guide behaviour Honesty, equality, respect

Norms Accepted rules of conduct Laws, social etiquette

Beliefs
Accepted ideas and 
convictions

Religious and scientific 
beliefs
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Customs and 
Traditions

Established social practices
Festivals, marriage 
rituals

Knowledge
Accumulated learning and 
skills

Education, scientific 
discoveries

These elements are tightly interconnected in terms of language 
transfers values, beliefs affect norms, customs preserve traditions, and 
knowledge determines the development of culture. Thus, these elements 
compose a consistent cultural system regulating people’s behaviour and 
promoting social continuity.

3.2.4 � Material and Non-material Culture

Culture is traditionally classified into material culture and non-
material culture. This division helps sociologists to understand both 
visible and invisible elements of people’s life. Though, despite differences 
in the nature of these forms of culture, they are tightly interconnected and 
constitute the cultural system of a society.

Material Culture

Material culture refers to all tangible objects created by people. This 
category of culture reflects the level of technological, economical and 
creative development of society. Material culture encompasses all items 
that can be perceived, touched and used in everyday life. Examples of 
material culture include houses, roads, vehicles, machines, clothes, 
jewellery, books, computers, mobile phones, agricultural instruments, 
furniture, works of art, and monuments.

Development of material culture occurs rapidly due to scientific 
discoveries, technological innovations, and industrial development. 
Inventions frequently substitute previous technologies leading to the 
constant changes in people’s lifestyle and ways of life. Thus, smartphones 
have changed the communication technology, e-payment has changed the 
rules of commercial operations, and virtual classes have revolutionized the 
educational process.

Non-material Culture

Non-material culture refers to all elements of culture that are invisible 
and untouchable but greatly affect human behaviour. This form of 
culture includes such elements as ideas, beliefs, values, norms, customs, 
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traditions, language, morality, religion, and social institutions existing in 
society. Contrary to material culture, non-material culture changes slower 
since it is deeply rooted in the values of society and social experience. 
People continue to adhere to traditional beliefs and customs even in the 
case when the conditions of material culture are undergoing substantial 
transformation.

For instance, while technologies of communication have changed 
drastically over decades, such values as honesty, respect to elders, 
cooperation and compassion remain important in many societies.

Relationship between Material and Non-Material Culture

Material and non-material culture are tightly interconnected and 
influence each other. Innovations in the sphere of technologies cause 
changes in values, attitudes and social practices, and vice versa, cultural 
beliefs and values determine how these new technologies will be applied 
by society.

Thus, usage of the Internet has completely changed education, business, 
and communication. At the same time, issues concerning privacy, ethics 
of technology usage, and digital citizenship have emerged as important 
elements of non-material culture.

This example shows that the interaction of these two types of culture 
proves that cultural change is a constant process implying physical 
innovations and changes in ideas, beliefs and social practices.

Table 3.2.2 Material Culture and Non-Material Culture

Basis of 
Comparison

Material Culture Non-material Culture

Nature Tangible and physical Intangible and abstract

Form Objects created by society
Ideas, beliefs, values, and 
norms

Visibility Can be seen and touched
Cannot be physically seen 
or touched

Rate of Change Changes rapidly
Changes comparatively 
slowly

Examples
Buildings, vehicles, tools, 
computers

Language, customs, 
religion, values, traditions
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Both types of culture are important for the functioning of society 
since material culture ensures the improvement of people’s quality of life 
through technological and economic development, and non-material 
culture provides values, norms and moral principles necessary for the 
maintenance of social order. Balanced development of material and non-
material culture ensures social progress and sustainable development.

3.2.5 � Functions of Culture

Culture performs a Several important functions contributing to the 
organized functioning and development of society. It provides people 
with the framework for behaviour, promotes cooperation, preserves social 
heritage, and allows societies to adapt to new conditions. Without culture, 
human society would lack order, continuity, and collective identity.

Provides Social Identity

Culture provides people with a sense of identity connecting them 
to a certain society, community, or nation. A shared language, customs, 
traditions, festivals, and values enable people to feel connection and 
strengthen social bonding.

Regulates Human Behaviour

Culture provides the norms, values, customs, and traditions guiding 
human behaviour. This allows people to know what is acceptable and 
unacceptable in society, and thus promote discipline and reduce social 
conflicts.

Facilitates Socialization

Culture provides the content of the socialization process. Through 
family, schools, peer groups, religion, and mass media people learn 
languages, values, beliefs, customs, and social roles. This helps them to act 
adequately in society.

Promotes Social Integration

Shared cultural values facilitate cooperation, mutual understanding 
and harmonious relations between people. Common cultural practices 
strengthen social unity and promote the unity of society despite the 
differences in language, religion, or region.

Preserves Cultural Heritage

Culture preserves the cultural heritage of society, including its 
knowledge, traditions, literature, art, architecture, and historical 
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experience. This heritage is transferred from generation to generation 
ensuring continuity and strengthening the collective identity.

Supports Social Change

Culture is dynamic and adapts to new ideas, scientific discoveries, and 
innovations. It helps societies to adapt to changing economic, political, 
and environmental conditions and to maintain social stability.

Encourages Creativity and Innovation

Culture creates the environment that stimulates artistic creativity, 
science, literature, music, and technological innovations. These activities 
help in the intellectual and general development of society.

Thus, culture performs both stabilizing and developmental functions. 
Culture ensures the social order through the provision of common values 
and norms, and at the same time stimulates innovations and adaptation. 
These functions help culture to be the basis of social life, institutions, and 
civilization

Table 3.2.3 Functions of Culture

Function Contribution to Society

Provides Social Identity Creates a sense of belonging and unity

Regulates Behaviour Guides conduct through norms and values

Facilitates Socialization Transmits culture to future generations

Promotes Social Integration Encourages cooperation and social harmony

Preserves Cultural Heritage Protects traditions, language, and history

Supports Social Change Helps society adapt to changing conditions

Encourages Creativity
Promotes innovation, art, and scientific 
progress

3.2.6 � Culture as an Integrated System

Culture is not just a sum of certain customs, beliefs, values, and objects. 
It is rather an integrated system where various elements of culture are linked 
and interact with each other functioning to maintain social life. When one 
aspect of culture is changed, it influences other aspects causing changes in 
the cultural system. For instance, the advent of such technological devices 
as smartphones and internet not only has revolutionized the way we 
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communicate but also affected such aspects as education, business, family 
relations, entertainments, and even political involvement. Furthermore, 
advancement in education promotes the scientific mentality which in its 
turn affects economic development, health care and social values.

Cultural integration may be observed within the framework of such 
social institutions as marriage which includes the set of cultural values, 
religious beliefs, laws, customs, language, clothing, nutrition, and family 
traditions which are linked to support the institution. Culture also integrates 
individuals into society creating common objectives, common beliefs and 
behaviour patterns. The presence of shared holidays, symbols, languages 
and traditions helps promote social unity and stimulate collaboration of 
people from different social backgrounds.

Finally, culture possesses flexibility which allows absorbing new 
ideas without compromising its core. Societies implement technological 
innovations and other external influences adjusting them in accordance 
with their cultural values and traditions. This combination of continuity 
and change keeps culture relevant to the ever-changing world.

The integrated nature of culture explains why societies are unable to 
change one cultural element in complete isolation from others. Changes 
in technology, education, economy, religion, politics and other spheres 
affect the whole cultural system. Therefore, sociologists study culture as 
an integrated whole and not as isolated element.

3.2.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Culture includes several interconnected elements such as language, 
symbols, values, norms, beliefs, customs, traditions and knowledge which 
help people comprehend their society and regulate their behaviour thus 
creating a common system of concepts that supports social continuity and 
social identity. Culture is broadly classified into material culture including 
tangible objects created by the society and non-material culture involving 
intangible elements such as values, beliefs, norms, language, customs and 
traditions. Although they differ in their nature, they are closely connected 
and interact with each other.

Culture fulfils many functions providing social identity, regulating 
behaviour, facilitating socialization, fostering social integration, preserving 
cultural heritage, promoting social change and stimulating creativity. As 
all elements of culture are interconnected, culture is an integrated system 
that constantly adjusts to the changing social environment.
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3.2.8 � Keywords

Language, Symbols, Values, Norms, Beliefs, Customs, Traditions, 
Material Culture, Non-material Culture

3.2.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the major components of culture with suitable examples. 

2.	 Distinguish between material culture and non-material culture. 

3.	 Discuss the major functions of culture in society. 

4.	 Explain how culture functions as an integrated system. 

5.	 Examine the relationship between material and non-material 
culture with suitable examples. 
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Lesson 3.3 - Cultural Lag

Structure

3.3.1 	 Objectives

3.3.2 	 Introduction

3.3.3 	 Concept and Definition of Cultural Lag

3.3.4 	 Ogburn’s Theory of Cultural Lag

3.3.5 	 Causes and Characteristics of Cultural Lag

3.3.6 	 Examples, Criticism and Contemporary Relevance

3.3.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

3.3.8 	 Keywords

3.3.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

3.3.1 � Objectives

After completing this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ Define the concept and meaning of cultural lag.

 	 ➢ Explain William F. Ogburn’s theory of cultural lag.

 	 ➢ Analyze the causes and characteristics of cultural lag.

 	 ➢ Evaluate the relevance of cultural lag in contemporary society.

3.3.2 � Introduction

Culture is dynamic and constantly changes due to scientific discoveries, 
technological innovations, economic development and social interactions. 
However, not all the aspects of culture change simultaneously. While 
material aspects of culture (technology and machinery, etc.) change rather 
rapidly, non-material aspects like values, beliefs, customs, laws and social 
institutions tend to change rather slowly. Such mismatch in the speed of 
cultural change creates a situation called cultural lag.

The concept of cultural lag allows explaining many social problems 
arising in the period of rapid technological and social transformations. In 
the contemporary society, there are several modern developments (artificial 
intelligence, digital communications, biotechnologies, social media, etc.) 
that provide us with new opportunities and social problems. Knowledge of 
cultural lag helps sociologists understand why societies sometimes find it 
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difficult to adjust to rapid changes and how such imbalances affect social 
development. This lesson defines the concept of cultural lag, explains 
William F. Ogburn’s theory, analyzes its causes and characteristics and 
evaluates its relevance in contemporary society.

3.3.3 � Concept and Definition of Cultural Lag

The concept of cultural lag was introduced by American sociologist 
William Fielding Ogburn in his book “Social Change” (1922). 
Ogburn found out that the different elements of culture change not 
simultaneously. The material culture including science and technology 
develops very fast, while the non-material culture (beliefs, values, 
customs, laws, social institutions, etc.) changes rather slowly. Such delay 
in adjustment of non-material culture to the changes in material culture 
is called cultural lag.

According to Ogburn, technological innovations cause faster changes 
in the society than people’s attitudes, social norms and law can cope with. 
As a result, the temporary imbalance arises between material and non-
material culture and social tension and adjustment problems appear. For 
instance, the developments in medicine made organ transplantation, 
genetic engineering and assisted reproductive technologies possible. 
However, ethical questions, legislation and the acceptance of these 
technologies appeared much later. Thus, the gap between the development 
of technologies and their adaptation by the society is the example of 
cultural lag.

Furthermore, the fast development of social media and artificial 
intelligence transformed such spheres as communication, education, 
business and entertainment. However, questions about the security of 
data, cybercrime, false information, protection of intellectual property 
and ethical use of technology still present the problem for governments 
and societies.

It should be noted that cultural lag is usually temporary since with 
time non-material culture becomes adjusted to the technological and 
social changes through new legislation, educational reformations, public 
awareness and changing social attitudes. Thus, the imbalance is being 
eliminated until new technological changes create new challenges. 
Therefore, the concept of cultural lag explains the delay in the adaptation 
of non-material culture to the changes in material culture and provides an 
important tool for understanding the process of social change.
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Table 3.3.1  Material Culture, Non-material Culture and Cultural Lag

Aspect Material Culture Non-material Culture

Nature
Physical objects and 
technology

Values, beliefs, norms, 
customs and institutions

Rate of 
Change

Rapid Comparatively slow

Result
Creates new inventions and 
technologies

Adjusts gradually to 
technological changes

Consequence
Faster development may 
create cultural lag

Eventually adapts and 
reduces the lag

The concept of cultural lag remains highly relevant in the twenty-
first century when rapid technological innovations constantly outstrip the 
changes in social values, legislation and public policies. Understanding 
this phenomenon helps sociologists explain many social problems of the 
contemporary society and the problems associated with modernization.

3.3.4 � Theory of Cultural Lag by Ogburn

The theory of cultural lag is associated with the work of William F. 
Ogburn who introduced it to describe the phenomenon of unequal speed 
of change of various components of culture. According to him, material 
culture consisting of technology, machines, tools, and other physical 
inventions undergoes change much quicker than non-material culture 
that involves beliefs, values, customs, laws, traditions, and institutions of 
society. This temporary inequality leads to an imbalance in society and 
represents what Ogburn referred to as the cultural lag.

Ogburn suggested that technology plays a key role in social change 
since new inventions improve the ways of production, communication, 
transportation, healthcare, and education. However, the values, attitudes, 
legal system, and institutions needed for regulation of innovations usually 
form slower resulting in the period of adjustment of society. According 
to Ogburn, cultural change results from interrelated processes describing 
appearance, distribution, and adoption of cultural elements in society.

Invention

The first process involves creation of new ideas, technologies, or 
methods referred to as invention. Inventions could emerge as a result 
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of scientific research, innovations, or creative thinking introducing new 
possibilities in human life and solving social problems.

Examples of inventions could include appearance of the internet, 
smartphones, artificial intelligence, electric cars, and innovative 
technologies in medicine.

Accumulation

The second process refers to the accumulation of inventions when 
each of them contributes to the development of human civilization. This 
process stimulates the process of technological progress and complicates 
the process of social life. For instance, In the contemporary Society modern 
smartphones unite earlier inventions like telephone, computer, camera, 
the internet, and satellite communications in one device.

Diffusion

The third process is called diffusion as it describes the spreading of 
cultural elements from one society or group of people to another. The 
innovations diffuse through trading, migration, globalization, education, 
and communication technologies. In the contemporary Society, thanks to 
digital platforms new inventions could reach all parts of the world and 
transform lifestyles and social practices worldwide.

Adjustment

The last process is adjustment implying modification of laws, 
institutions, values, customs, and behaviour of people adapting to the 
technological change. This process is rather slow as people need time for 
adaptation. For example, the introduction of data protection laws and 
legislation concerning cybercrime occurred only after the emergence and 
widespread of digital technologies.

According to Ogburn, cultural lag mostly occurs during the process 
of adjustment as the introduction of innovations happens quickly whereas 
society needs time for adjustment of its laws, education system, ethics, and 
social institutions. Thus, during this period, conflicts, uncertainties, and 
social problems appear.

Significance of Ogburn’s Theory

Ogburn’s theory contributed greatly to the sociology science as it 
revealed the connection between technology and social change in terms 
of the following:
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 	 ➢ offers the explanation of the reasons why social problems occur 
during the period of quick technological change;

 	 ➢ presents the idea that the change of elements of culture does not 
happen at the same pace;

 	 ➢ allows for anticipation of social consequences of technological 
innovations;

 	 ➢ serves as the basis for understanding of modernization and 
globalization; and 

 	 ➢ remains relevant in discussing the contemporary phenomena such 
as artificial intelligence, biotechnology, digital governance, and 
social media. 

Although formulated over a hundred years ago, Ogburn’s theory is still 
helpful in explaining the challenges facing societies during the process of 
quick scientific and technological development. The following part of the 
chapter will discuss the causes and characteristics of cultural lag in detail.

3.3.5 � Causes and Characteristics of Cultural Lag

Cultural lag is not random phenomenon. It appears as different elements 
of culture react differently to the social and technological changes. Whereas 
the material culture changes quickly thanks to scientific and technological 
progress, the non-material culture requires more time for adjustment as it 
is rooted in people’s beliefs, values, customs, and institutions. The causes 
and characteristics of cultural lag will be discussed below.

3.3.5.1 � Causes of Cultural Lag

Rapid Technological Advancement

The main cause of cultural lag is the fast pace of technological 
development. Thanks to scientific discoveries and innovations new 
products, services, and means of communication keep appearing. 
However, the society needs much more time to create proper laws, ethics, 
and social norms to control their usage. For example, the fast growth of 
artificial intelligence has offered the opportunities for using it in the field 
of education, healthcare, and industry but now the discussion about its 
ethical use, accountability, and data protection is just starting.

Resistance to Changes

People and communities often resist changes that challenge long-
established beliefs, traditions, and customs. Culture values are deeply 
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entrenched in the society and they cannot change as fast as technologies 
do. For example, people hesitated in using the digital transactions at the 
very beginning before it became widely used.

Slow Institutional Change

Social institutions like family, education, religion, law, and government 
change slower compared to technologies. Institutional changes require 
public discussion, legislation, administrative measures, and social 
approval. For instance, educational institutions required several years for 
full integration of online teaching methods and digital learning platforms 
in the teaching process.

Differences in Social Acceptance

All sections of the society do not accept innovations in the same pace. 
The factors like age, education, economic status, geographic location, 
and cultural background affect the attitude to innovations. Consequently, 
cultural adaptation occurs unevenly in different communities.

Legal and Ethical Issues

Many technological developments raise complicated legal and 
ethical questions that require careful analysis for creating corresponding 
regulations. It usually takes much time for governments and legal system to 
develop a corresponding policy balancing innovation and public good. For 
example, the problems of cybercrime, genetic engineering, cryptocurrency, 
and digital privacy show this peculiarity.

3.3.5.2 � Characteristics of Cultural Lag

Temporary Phenomenon

Cultural lag is generally temporary and not permanent. Eventually, 
society adapts its values, laws, institutions, and social practices to 
innovations.

Unequal Speed of Cultural Change

The most distinctive feature of cultural lag is the unequal speed of 
change of the elements of culture. Material culture changes much faster 
compared to non-material culture.

Creates Social Adjustment Problems

The gap between technological advancement and adaptation to 
innovations often leads to uncertainty, conflict, and challenges of creating 
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a policy. During this period, society faces challenges in adaptation to the 
new conditions.

Is Closely Related to Social Change

Cultural lag is an integral element of social change. It often 
accompanies industrialization, modernization, globalization, and 
scientific development.

Universal Phenomenon

The concept of cultural lag applies to all countries and societies 
irrespective of their geographical location. Cultural lag takes place in 
every country and society experiencing rapid technological or economic 
development.

The causes of cultural lag show that social change is not linear and 
consistent. Technological inventions usually precede values, institutions, 
and laws to govern them, which results in periods of adjustment and new 
equilibrium between material and non-material culture. Understanding 
the causes of cultural lag will help sociologists and policymakers to foresee 
upcoming social problems and take necessary actions to address them.

Table 3.3.2  Causes and Characteristics of Cultural Lag

Causes Characteristics

Rapid technological advancement Temporary in nature

Resistance to social change Unequal rate of cultural change

Slow institutional adaptation Creates adjustment problems

Differences in social acceptance Associated with social change

Legal and ethical complexities Universal phenomenon

3.3.6 � Examples, Criticism and Contemporary Relevance

The theory of cultural lag proves the social problems that appear when 
technological development goes faster than values, laws, and institutions. 
Many real-life examples can be provided to show the influence of cultural 
lag on people and society.

Examples of Cultural Lag

Digital Technology and Cyber Laws: The rapid growth of the internet, 
smartphones, and social networks changed communication, education, 
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business, and entertainment. However, the laws addressing cybercrimes, 
cyber frauds, privacy, and misinformation appeared much later. The gap 
between rapid technological innovation and law-making shows a vivid 
example of cultural lag.

Artificial Intelligence (AI): Artificial intelligence became an essential 
component of healthcare, education, finance, transport, and manufacturing. 
Although the AI technologies are constantly evolving, the ethical use of 
AI, transparency, liability, employment and intellectual property issues 
have not yet been discussed. Governments and international organizations 
develop necessary policies to regulate AI applications.

Biotechnology and Medical Advances: Medical science advances, including 
genetic engineering, stem cell therapy, organ transplantation, and assisted 
reproduction technologies improved medical care greatly. However, there 
are still ethical problems associated with genetic modification, cloning, 
privacy, and equal distribution of these achievements. Ethical and legal 
frameworks are still developing together with these technologies.

Digital Payments and Online Banking: Digital payments changed 
financial transactions dramatically. At the early stages of digital banking, 
many people, especially elderly people and rural residents were sceptical 
concerning this method because of the safety issues and lack of digital 
skills. Education and awareness campaigns improved the situation and 
increased the level of trust in digital payments.

Environmental Protection: Technological and industrial development 
helped economic growth, but also led to pollution, environmental 
degradation and climate change. Awareness about these problems grew 
but changes in behaviour, industrial activities, and policy took more time, 
showing another example of cultural lag.

Criticism of Ogburn’s Theory

Despite the significance of Ogburn’s theory for the research in social 
change, it was criticized by other sociologists for some reasons.

Overemphasis on Technology: According to Ogburn’s critics, he 
overestimated the importance of technology as a source of social change. In 
fact, social change is influenced by political, economic, religious, cultural, 
and environmental factors as well.

Simplistic Division of Culture: The theory classified culture into material 
and non-material components. But in reality, these two elements are 
interdependent and cannot always be separated easily.
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Not All Social Changes Lead to Cultural Lag: There are many social 
changes that happen slowly without any imbalance between material and 
non-material culture. Thus, the concept of cultural lag does not explain all 
social changes.

Difficulty in Measurement: The concept of cultural lag is descriptive in 
nature. It is sometimes difficult to assess the exact amount of cultural lag 
and determine when society adjusts completely to technological changes.

Neglect of Human Agency: The critics claim that the theory underestimated 
the role of people, government, educational establishments, and social 
movements in fast cultural adaptation and reduction of the influence of 
cultural lag.

Contemporary Relevance of Cultural Lag

The theory of cultural lag is even more relevant in the twenty-
first century than it was at the time of Ogburn. Rapid technological 
development changed almost all spheres of life and created many 
situations when social values, institutions, and legal system cannot catch 
up with these changes.

In the digital era, societies face new challenges concerning artificial 
intelligence, cybersecurity, digital privacy, biotechnology, automation, 
e-learning, and social networks. Government is constantly revising laws 
and policies to regulate these emerging technologies and educational 
establishments are updating curriculum to meet the requirements of 
changing society.

Globalization has added speed to cultural interactions by providing 
the rapid exchange of ideas, technologies, and lifestyle among countries. 
While society quickly adopts technological innovations, it usually takes 
time to accept new social values, ethical norms, and institutional reforms.

Even the COVID-19 pandemic has shown the relevance of cultural 
lag. Digital learning, remote working, telemedicine, and online commerce 
expanded rapidly during the pandemic period. Meanwhile, educational 
policies, work policies, and legal regulations took much time to adapt to 
the changes.

Thus, the concept of cultural lag remains an important analytic 
instrument to describe the interaction between technological development 
and social adjustment. It helps sociologists, policymakers, and educators 
to foresee upcoming social challenges and find proper methods to achieve 
balanced social development.
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3.3.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Culture is a constantly changing phenomenon. Different elements 
of culture do not change simultaneously. The concept of cultural lag, 
developed by William F. Ogburn, describes the gap that appears between 
material and non-material culture when the first changes faster than the 
second. Such temporary imbalance leads to adjustment problems that 
exist until social values, beliefs, laws, and institutions adjust to the new 
conditions.

Ogburn’s theory explains cultural change through the processes of 
invention, accumulation, diffusion, and adjustment. Cultural lag appears 
mostly during adjustment stage when society needs time to adjust to new 
technologies. Rapid technological development, resistance to change, slow 
adaptation of institutions, and legal and ethical difficulties are some of the 
factors leading to cultural lag.

The concept is extremely relevant in modern society. Innovations 
in artificial intelligence, biotechnology, digital communication, online 
banking, and environmental protection continue to create situations when 
technological development goes faster than social adaptation. Despite 
the criticism of the theory for exaggerating the role of technology and 
simplifying cultural change, it remains one of the important sociological 
theories.

3.3.8 � Keywords

Cultural Lag, Material Culture, Non-material Culture, Invention, 
Diffusion  

3.3.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define cultural lag and explain its significance in sociology. 

2.	 Discuss William F. Ogburn’s theory of cultural lag. 

3.	 Explain the major causes and characteristics of cultural lag. 

4.	 Examine the criticisms of Ogburn’s theory of cultural lag. 

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of cultural lag with suitable 
examples from modern society.
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Lesson 3.4 - Culture and Civilization

Structure

3.4.1 	 Objectives

3.4.2 	 Introduction

3.4.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Civilization

3.4.4 	 Relationship between Culture and Civilization

3.4.5 	 Difference between Culture and Civilization

3.4.6 	 Importance of Culture and Civilization

3.4.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

3.4.8 	 Keywords

3.4.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

3.4.1 � Objectives

After completing this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ understand the concept and meaning of civilization. 

 	 ➢ identify the relationship between culture and civilization. 

 	 ➢ differentiate between culture and civilization. 

 	 ➢ explore the significance of culture and civilization in social 
development. 

3.4.2 � Introduction

Words like culture and civilization are frequently used interchangeably 
in day to day language. But in sociology, the two concepts have different 
meaning. They are outcomes of human society and are produced through 
constant interaction among humans. While culture denotes the values, 
beliefs, customs, traditions, language and life style of society, civilization 
stands for material and organizational achievement, which enhance human 
welfare. The concepts of culture and civilization are closely related to each 
other and influence each other.

Culture guides civilization and vice versa. The relationship between 
the two concepts help us understand the development of human societies. 
The lesson discusses about the concept and meaning of civilization, its 
relation to culture, difference between culture and civilization and its 
importance in modern society.
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3.4.3 � Concept and Meaning of Civilization

The word civilization comes from Latin words civis which refers to 
citizen and civitas city or organized community. In sociology, civilization 
refers to the advanced stage of social development in which organized 
political institutions, economic development, scientific knowledge, 
technology, urbanization, education and means of communication are 
present. It refers to the progress in material and organizational aspect 
which human society has made in their history. It includes the development 
of cities, transport, communications, industries, educational institutions, 
hospitals, legal system, etc.

Whereas culture is concerned mainly with the values, beliefs, customs 
and traditions of societies, civilization is associated with the external 
aspects of social life. It includes the development of material things which 
help societies fulfil their economic, administrative and technological 
requirements more efficiently. Various sociologists and writers have 
defined the concept of civilization in their own ways.

According to MacIver and Page, “civilization refers to the whole 
mechanism and organization which man has devised in his endeavour 
to control the conditions of life.” Here, it is clear that civilization is the 
outcome of material and organizational arrangement which man uses to 
make life better. Matthew Arnold defined civilization as “humanization 
of man in society.” He considered civilization as that factor which brings 
refinement and order in social life.

Human societies have made continuous progress in the development 
of civilization. Ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Indus valley, 
China, etc., laid the foundation of organized urban life. Modern civilization 
is marked by rapid scientific progress, industrialization, globalization, 
communication by means of Internet, Artificial Intelligence and advanced 
healthcare system. Modern civilizations are not only judged by the 
technological advance but also by educational, health, infrastructural, 
governmental and environmental progress and the quality of life of citizens.

Table 3.4.1 Features of Civilization

Feature Description

Material Progress
Development of technology, industries, and 
infrastructure

Scientific Advancement Growth of scientific knowledge and innovation
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Organized Institutions
Development of government, law, education, and 
administration

Urban Development
Expansion of towns and cities with planned 
infrastructure

Improved Standard of 
Living

Better healthcare, transportation, communication, 
and public services

Social Organization
Efficient systems for managing economic and 
political life

Thus, civilization is the product of human efforts which improves the 
ease, comfort and efficiency of human life. However, these achievements 
become really significant only when they are directed by the values 
and traditions of culture. Therefore, culture and civilization are closely 
connected with each other and contribute to the development of human 
society.

3.4.4 � Relationship between Culture and Civilization

Culture and civilization are the closely related concepts and are 
developed together and influence each other. Although they have different 
concepts, they complement each other and cannot be independent. Culture 
directs civilization as it has values and traditions that guide the society 
whereas civilization has the means by which these values are expressed 
and preserved.

Culture directs civilization by guiding the application of scientific 
inventions, technology and economic progress. Unless there are values of 
honesty, justice, sympathy and responsibility in society, the achievements 
of civilization will not help in improving the condition of human societies. 
Thus, culture is the moral foundation on which civilization rests.

On the other hand, civilization is instrumental in preservation and 
development of culture. The development of education, communications, 
transportations, printing press and internet have helped societies in 
preserving their culture and passing it to next generations. For example, 
through modern systems of communication, it has become easier to 
spread literature, music, art, languages and traditional knowledge all over 
the world.

Culture and civilization influence each other in the process of social 
change. The technological innovations of civilization bring some new 
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patterns of living, working and communicating and the culture develops 
in response to these changes. Thus, the interaction between culture and 
civilization leads to evolution of societies.

For instance, development of Internet and digital communication has 
changed the modes of education, business and government functioning. 
At the same time, new values of ethics and behaviour have emerged in the 
society in regard to use of technology and privacy and cybersecurity issues. 
Thus, the close relationship between cultural values and civilizational 
progress can be seen in this example. Thus, the relationship between 
culture and civilization can be said to be dependent on each other. The 
civilization has the means of living whereas culture has the ideals and 
values which direct their use. Together, they contribute to the development 
of individual and society.

3.4.5 � Difference between Culture and Civilization

Though culture and civilization are the closely related concepts, they 
have different concepts in several respects. Culture refers to ideas, beliefs, 
values, customs, traditions, etc., whereas civilization refers to the material 
and organizational progress which improves human welfare.

From sociological point of perceive, culture and civilization are not 
the opposing concepts but complementary aspects of human society. 
Civilization provides the means of living whereas culture provides the 
ideals and values which give significance to human life. A society might 
have advanced technology and modern infrastructure, however, if it does 
not have ethical values, social responsibility and mutual respect, then its 
progress cannot be termed as complete. Similarly, a society rich in culture 
but deficient in science and technology will find difficulty in improving 
the quality of life of its people. Thus, social progress requires the balanced 
development of culture and civilization. The table below shows the main 
differences between culture and civilization.

Table 3.4.2 Difference between Culture and Civilization

Basis of 
Difference

Culture Civilization

Concept
The total way of life of a 
society

The material and 
organizational 
advancement of society
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Nature
Mainly non-material, 
though it also includes 
material elements

Primarily material and 
institutional

Focus
Values, beliefs, customs, 
traditions, language, and 
norms

Science, technology, 
industries, administration, 
and infrastructure

Purpose
Guides behaviour and 
shapes personality

Improves comfort, 
efficiency, and living 
standards

Measurement
Cannot be measured 
quantitatively

Can often be measured 
through technological and 
economic progress

Rate of Change
Changes comparatively 
slowly

Generally changes more 
rapidly

Transmission
Learned through 
socialization

Developed through 
innovation, education, and 
organized institutions

Example
Language, religion, 
customs, art, moral values

Roads, transport, 
communication, 
industries, hospitals

3.4.6 � Importance of Culture and Civilization

Culture and civilization are integral to human society. Where culture 
serves as the value system and belief structure that determines human 
conduct, civilization provides the means for improvement in the quality 
of life. Equal development of both is vital to social progress and nation 
building and international cooperation.

Preserves Social Identity

Culture preserves the identity of individual members of society by 
preserving their language, traditions, customs, literature, art, and culture. 
Civilization assists in this process by building up institutions like museums, 
libraries, centers of learning, and other places for documenting culture. For 
instance, the culture of India survives in addition to the traditional ways 
through educational institutions, archaeological excavations, museums, 
and digital archiving.
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Promotes Social Order

Culture provides the norms, values, and morals that regulate the 
behaviour of individuals and bring about social harmony. Civilization 
reinforces the cultural values by developing legal and administrative 
institutions for ensuring justice, safety, and social harmony.

Culture therefore provides the moral framework, while civilization 
builds up the institutions needed for maintaining social order.

Improves Quality of Life

Civilization helps greatly in improving the living standards through 
scientific, technological, health care, education, transport, communication, 
and infrastructural developments. These improvements provide greater 
safety, health, and comfort. At the same time, culture adds to the quality of 
human life through literature, music, arts, philosophy, religion, and moral 
values.

Encourages Social Development

Culture and civilization together play an important part in social 
development. Civilization brings about economic growth and development 
through innovations in science and technology, while culture ensures 
the socially responsible, ethical, and inclusive development. Socially 
responsible and ethically guided development is ensured when there is 
balance between civilization and culture in a society.

Strengthening of National Unity

Cultural values, national symbols, historical traditions, and 
constitutional ideals help in building up unity among people from different 
linguistic, religious, and regional backgrounds. Civilization strengthens 
national unity through good communication systems, transport network, 
centers of education, and democracy. Culture and civilization thus combine 
in strengthening national unity.

Facilitating Global Understanding

In the present-day interconnected world, culture promotes 
respect for differences among various societies and fosters dialogue. 
Civilization promotes international cooperation through developments in 
communication, transportation, science, and technology. Mutual exchange 
of ideas, knowledge and cultural heritage helps foster understanding and 
promotes global peace and development.
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3.4.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Culture and civilization are closely related but distinct concepts in 
sociology. Culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, customs, traditions, 
language, and way of life of a society, whereas civilization denotes its 
material, scientific, technological, and institutional achievements. While 
culture shapes human behaviour and provides moral direction, civilization 
enhances living conditions through organized social institutions and 
technological progress.

The relationship between culture and civilization is one of mutual 
dependence. Culture guides the use of scientific and technological 
advancements, while civilization helps preserve and promote cultural 
heritage. Although they differ in nature, scope, and rate of change, 
both contribute significantly to the development of society. A balanced 
combination of cultural values and civilizational progress promotes social 
order, national development, and the overall well-being of humanity.

3.4.8 � Keywords

Civilization, Culture, Material Progress, Social Institutions, National 
Integration, Globalization

3.4.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the meaning and characteristics of civilization. 

2.	 Discuss the relationship between culture and civilization. 

3.	 Distinguish between culture and civilization with suitable examples. 

4.	 Explain the importance of culture and civilization in the development 
of society. 

5.	 Critically examine the statement, “Culture gives direction to 
civilization, while civilization provides the means for cultural 
development.”
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Lesson 3.5 - Culture in Contemporary Society

Structure

3.5.1 	 Objectives

3.5.2 	 Introduction

3.5.3 	 Globalization and Culture

3.5.4 	 Digital Culture and Social Media

3.5.5 	 Preservation of Cultural Heritage

3.5.6 	 Contemporary Challenges to Culture

3.5.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

3.5.8 	 Keywords

3.5.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

3.5.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the influence of globalization on culture. 

 	 ➢ examine the emergence of digital culture and social media. 

 	 ➢ discuss the importance of preserving cultural heritage. 

 	 ➢ analyse the contemporary challenges affecting culture. 

3.5.2 � Introduction

Culture is dynamic and develops continuously as a reaction to changes 
in society. In the 21st century, rapid progress in science and technology, 
communication and transportation have drastically changed the lifestyle, 
communication and interactions of people. Globalization has increased 
interrelation of various cultures, whereas digital technologies have 
introduced completely new means of communication and expression of 
culture. In contemporary society, there are certain challenges related to 
the preservation of cultural identity.

On the other hand, modernization and globalization have also brought 
up problems related to the protection of traditional knowledge, languages, 
customs and heritage of culture. Comprehension of modern phenomena 
is necessary for analyzing how culture influences society in the current 
times. This lesson analyzes the impact of globalization, digital culture, the 
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need to protect cultural heritage and main challenges that confront culture 
nowadays.

3.5.3 � Globalization and Culture

Globalization is defined as the growing interconnection of countries 
through trade, communication, migration, technology, education and 
cultural exchange. Globalization has intensified mobility of people, ideas, 
goods and information, leading to interaction between different societies.

Globalization has enriched cultures through encouraging exchange 
of knowledge, art, music, literature, cuisine and technology. Currently 
people have much more access to different cultures and lifestyles than ever 
before in the history. International travels, distance learning and global 
media have contributed to the development of intercultural relations and 
consciousness.

Nevertheless, globalization has also brought some challenges. 
Widespread influence of global media and multinational companies has 
resulted in growing popularity of similar lifestyle, fashion, entertainment 
and shopping habits. The phenomenon is called cultural homogenization 
and may lead to decreasing cultural diversity and weakening of traditions 
and local identities.

Despite the challenges globalization has posed to cultures, it has also 
encouraged the revival of interest in indigenous cultures, local languages, 
traditional arts and cultural heritage. In contemporary society many 
societies actively develop their cultural identity while being members of 
the global community.

3.5.4 � Digital Culture and Social Media

The fast development of digital technologies has caused the 
unprecedented transformation of culture. The Internet, smartphones, 
social media, digital communication have changed communication, 
information access, learning, work and participation in society processes. 
These transformations have been causing the formation of the phenomenon 
that is referred to as digital culture.

Digital culture encourages instant communication, online 
collaboration, virtual learning, e-commerce and global networking. In 
contemporary society people have the opportunity to communicate with 
others, collaborate with others, participate in discussions and access 
knowledge instantly wherever in the world they are located. Educational 
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materials, governmental services and health care information have become 
more accessible through digital technologies.

Social media has turned into the most influential cultural institution 
of the modern era. The platforms like Facebook, Instagram, X 
(previously Twitter), YouTube and LinkedIn have transformed personal 
communication, political participation, business and promotion and 
social awareness. They allow expressing one’s opinion, preserve cultural 
traditions through creation of digital content and connecting with various 
societies all over the world.

Nevertheless, digital culture has also introduced some challenges. 
The spreading of misinformation, cyberbullying, online fraud, privacy 
violation, excessive use of screens and digital addiction have raised 
some important questions. For this reason, governments, educational 
institutions and civil society pay attention to the importance of digital 
literacy, appropriate online behaviour and cybersecurity.

3.5.5 � Preservation of Cultural Heritage

Cultural heritage is a term that describes the heritage of physical 
objects, traditions, knowledge, customs, languages, literature, art, music, 
monuments, and historical sites left by previous generations. Cultural 
heritage reflects the identity of a particular society and its experience 
throughout history. Its preservation is important for cultural continuity, 
creation of national identity, and education of future generations about 
their social and historical background.

There are two types of cultural heritage which can be distinguished. 
Tangible heritage includes monuments, historical buildings, sculptures, 
manuscripts, paintings, archaeological sites, and any other physically 
existing historical objects. Intangible heritage consists of languages, folklore, 
traditional knowledge, performing arts, rituals, festivals, crafts, and other 
oral traditions which are passed down from generation to generation.

It is the task of educational institutions, museums, libraries, archives, 
and cultural organizations to preserve the heritage. Besides, governments 
develop legal frameworks and heritage preservation programs which 
provide for protection of monuments, historical sites, and traditional 
art forms. International organizations such as UNESCO encourage 
identification and protection of the cultural heritage of the whole world.

With the help of modern technologies, it has become even easier to 
preserve the cultural heritage. Digital archiving, virtual museums, three-
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dimensional scanning, and artificial intelligence are more and more applied 
for recording and preservation of historical documents, monuments, and 
traditional knowledge. This ensures accessibility and protection of the 
heritage for future generations.

Table 3.5.1  Measures for Preserving Cultural Heritage

Measure Purpose

Heritage conservation laws
Protect historical monuments and cultural 
sites

Museums and archives Preserve historical objects and documents

Education
Promote awareness of cultural values and 
traditions

Digital documentation
Record and preserve cultural resources 
electronically

Community participation
Encourage local people to safeguard cultural 
practices

International cooperation
Promote global conservation of cultural 
heritage

Preservation of the cultural heritage also helps to promote tourism 
and economic development, and increases intercultural understanding. 
Monuments, museums, traditional festivals, and cultural performances 
draw attention of tourists who come from different places of the world. 
Thus, it creates jobs and promotes cultural diversity. Preservation of 
cultural heritage is the responsibility of governments, educational 
institutions, communities, and individuals. Thus, societies can preserve 
their identity and promote social cohesion through protection of cultural 
resources.

3.5.6 � Contemporary Challenges to Culture

Currently, the culture is faced with numerous challenges posed by 
globalization, technological development, urbanization, environmental 
deterioration, and lifestyle changes. While these factors create certain 
opportunities for cultural exchange and innovation, they put many 
traditional cultural practices in danger.

One of the main challenges is connected with the disappearance of 
traditional languages and customs. When the global languages become 
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more widespread in education, business activities, and media, many 
regional and indigenous languages become less popular. Loss of language 
involves loss of traditional knowledge, folklore, and cultural identity.

Cultural homogenization is another important challenge which 
appears because of increasing interaction of global society. Although 
cultural exchange enriches societies, excessive homogeneity can decrease 
cultural diversity and diminish local traditions. The commercialization 
of culture is one more growing problem when traditional festivals, crafts, 
music, and art become adapted to commercial purposes or tourism needs 
only.

Rapid development of digital media is also the factor that creates 
certain cultural challenges. While social media facilitates communication 
and information exchange, they contribute to the appearance of such 
phenomena as misinformation, cyberbullying, privacy issues, and social 
media dependence. Environmental destruction and climate change also 
endanger cultural heritage. There are cases when floods, earthquakes, 
pollution, and temperature increase damage monuments, archaeological 
sites, and traditional settlements in many countries of the world.

Dealing with these challenges requires a proper balance between the 
technological development and cultural preservation. The collaboration 
of governments, educational institutions, civil society organizations, and 
local communities is needed to preserve cultural diversity and promote 
positive social changes.

3.5.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Culture continues to evolve under the influence of globalization, 
technological development, and changes in the social environment. 
Globalization causes increased interaction of societies resulting in cultural 
exchange, but it raises issues of cultural homogenization and erosion of 
local traditions. In a similar way, the development of digital technology 
transforms communication, education, business, and social interaction 
resulting in digital culture.

Preservation of cultural heritage is needed for maintenance of 
social identity, protection of historical resources, and transmission of 
cultural knowledge to future generations. There are government policies, 
legislation, education, and modern technologies which are involved in 
heritage preservation performed by governments, educational institutions, 
communities, and international organizations.
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Culture faces certain challenges in the contemporary Society. These 
include the disappearance of traditional languages, commercialization 
of culture, misinformation, digital dependence, and threats to cultural 
heritage due to environmental deterioration. Proper balance between 
cultural preservation and innovations is needed to ensure sustainable 
development of society and culture.

3.5.8 � Keywords

Globalization, Digital Culture, Tangible Heritage, Intangible Heritage, 
Cultural Homogenization, Cultural Diversity, Cultural Preservation

3.5.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the impact of globalization on culture. 

2.	 Discuss the emergence and features of digital culture. 

3.	 Describe the importance of preserving cultural heritage. 

4.	 Examine the major contemporary challenges affecting culture. 

5.	 Critically analyse the role of technology in preserving and 
transforming culture.
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UNIT – IV

Socialisation and Social Control

Introduction

Each human being is endowed with biological potentialities but 
acquires social behaviour through interactions with others. Since early 
childhood, people learn language, customs, values, beliefs, and patterns 
of behaviour that help them become responsible members of society. The 
process of such continuous learning is referred to as socialisation. Through 
socialisation, people develop their personalities, get acquainted with social 
expectations, and learn necessary knowledge and skills for social living.

Socialisation is one of the most important concepts of sociology since 
it links the individual and society. The process ensures the continuity of 
culture as well as adaptation to changing social circumstances. This lesson 
introduces the concept of socialisation, its concept, characteristics, stages, 
and significance as well as provides the basis for the study of its agents and 
processes that will be considered in further lessons.

Objectives

After studying this unit, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept and importance of socialisation. 

 	 ➢ describe the concept and objectives of social control. 

 	 ➢ distinguish between formal and informal means of social control. 

 	 ➢ examine the various means of social control in society. 

 	 ➢ analyse the major agencies of socialisation and social control. 

 	 ➢ evaluate the role of socialisation and social control in maintaining 
social order. 

Unit Structure

Lesson 4.1 Concept and Process of Socialisation

Lesson 4.2 Agencies of Socialisation

Lesson 4.3 Concept and Means of Social Control

Lesson 4.4 Formal and Informal Means of Social Control

Lesson 4.5 Interrelationship between Socialisation and Social Control
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Lesson 4.1 - Concept and Process of Socialisation

Structure

4.1.1 	 Objectives

4.1.2 	 Introduction

4.1.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Socialisation

4.1.4 	 Characteristics of Socialisation

4.1.5 	 Stages of Socialisation

4.1.6 	 Importance of Socialisation

4.1.7 	 Let us sum up

4.1.8 	 Keywords

4.1.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

4.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept and meaning of socialisation. 

 	 ➢ describe the characteristics of socialisation. 

 	 ➢ discuss the stages involved in the process of socialisation. 

 	 ➢ examine the importance of socialisation in society. 

4.1.2 � Introduction

While each person is biologically gifted with a certain potential, social 
behaviors are gained through interacting with others. Right from childhood, 
a person learns languages, cultures, values, beliefs and behavioral patterns 
that help him or her lead a socially responsible life. This continuous 
learning process is called socialization. Through socialization, individuals 
develop personalities, learn the social expectations, and get the required 
knowledge and skills for social participation.

Socialization is one of the most significant concepts in sociology as 
it connects the individual with the society. It helps to ensure continuity 
of culture through transmission of social values and traditions from one 
generation to the next one, and helps individuals adapt to changes in the 
social environment. This lesson explains the meaning, features, stages, and 
significance of socialization and lays the foundation



Notes

153

4.1.3 � Concept and Meaning of Socialisation

Socialisation is the process of learning the culture of society and 
acquiring the necessary knowledge, values, attitudes, skills, and behaviour 
for social living. Socialisation is a lifelong process that starts at birth and 
goes on throughout an individual’s lifetime. Through socialisation, a 
person becomes a responsible member of society by learning the way of 
interacting with others and performing different social roles.

Human beings are born without the ability to communicate using 
language, comply with social norms, and understand moral values. All 
these are learned through continuous interaction with family members, 
friends, teachers, neighbours, and other people from the society. During 
the process of socialisation, individuals internalise beliefs, customs, 
traditions, and expectations of the society where they live.

The term socialisation implies both learning and adaptation. Apart from 
learning the way of behaving according to social expectations, the process 
allows adapting to changing social surroundings. As people grow up, they 
continue gaining knowledge and adjusting their behaviour depending on 
changing circumstances in family life, education, occupation, technology, 
and society in general.

Several sociologists have defined socialisation differently from various 
perspectives. Thus, according to H. M. Johnson, “socialisation is the process 
of learning that enables the learner to perform social roles”. The definition 
stresses that through socialisation individuals acquire skills and behaviour 
that help them perform their roles in society. According to Bogardus, 
“socialisation is the process of working together, of developing group 
responsibility, and of being guided by the welfare needs of others”. This 
definition underlines the importance of cooperation and collective living.

The definition of socialisation by Gillin and Gillin is as follows, “the 
process by which the individual develops into a functioning member of the 
group according to its standards”. According to the definition, socialisation 
enables individuals to conform to the accepted social norms and values.

From the above definitions, it becomes clear that socialisation is a 
process of learning and not a process of biological heritage. Socialisation 
turns a new-born baby into a socially competent individual who is able to 
take part effectively in family, educational, work, and community life.

Socialisation fulfils two important functions. On the one hand, it 
helps individuals develop their personalities through the learning of 
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language, communication skills, emotional control, and social values. On 
the other hand, it provides the continuity of society through transmission 
of culture, traditions, customs, and social norms from generation to 
generation.

Since the process of socialisation is continuous, society is constantly 
changing. Individuals have to constantly adapt to new situations like going 
to school, joining the workforce, getting married, having children, and 
adjustment to technological and social changes. Therefore, socialisation 
does not stop in childhood but continues throughout the whole life of 
people.

Table 4.1.1 Selected Definitions of Socialisation

Sociologist Definition/Key Idea Central Emphasis

H. M. Johnson
Socialisation is the process 
through which individuals 
learn to perform social roles.

Role learning and social 
competence

E. S. Bogardus

Socialisation develops 
cooperation, group 
responsibility, and concern for 
others.

Cooperation and group 
responsibility

J. L. Gillin and 
J. P. Gillin

Socialisation is the process 
through which an individual 
becomes a functioning 
member of society according 
to its standards.

Social membership and 
cultural expectations

4.1.4 � Characteristics of Socialisation

Socialisation is a continuous and dynamic process of acquisition of 
knowledge, values, attitudes, and behavioural patterns that are necessary 
for living in society. There are several characteristics of socialisation that 
distinguish it from other kinds of learning and provide necessity for its 
existence in society.

Lifelong Process

Socialisation is a lifelong process that starts at birth and lasts throughout 
an individual’s life. Even though the basics of personality are formed in 
childhood, people continue learning new roles and behaviour patterns 
when passing to different periods of life like adolescence, adulthood, 
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parenthood, employment, and old age. For instance, the role of a student 
differs from the role of an employee; a newly married person gets new 
expectations from society and acquires new roles.

Learning Process

Socialisation is mainly a learning process. Individuals learn 
language, customs, values, beliefs, norms, traditions, and social skills 
through interaction with family members, teachers, friends, colleagues, 
and community in general. The process of learning is made through 
observations, imitations, instructions, participation, and experience but 
not through biological inheritance.

Social Process

Socialisation is carried out only within society through interaction 
with other people and groups. An individual is not able to develop normal 
social behaviour without interaction with other human beings. Family, 
school, peer groups, religious organizations, media, and many other 
factors play a role in the process of socialisation. Thus, socialisation is 
mainly a social process and not an individual one.

Continuous and Dynamic

Society is constantly changing, and individuals have to constantly adapt 
to new social conditions. Therefore, socialisation is a dynamic process that 
makes people adapt to technological innovations, changing occupations, 
new roles, and new cultural values. For instance, the development of 
information technology has made it necessary for people of any age to 
gain new digital skills and means of communication.

Transmitting Culture

Culture is transmitted from one generation to another through the 
process of socialisation. The language, customs, traditions, beliefs, values, 
and social norms are all learned rather than biologically inherited by an 
individual. The process of socialisation ensures that the cultural heritage 
of society continues through time.

Preparing Individuals for Social Roles

Every individual plays many roles like those of a child, student, worker, 
parent, citizen and so on. Socialisation prepares individuals to play these 
roles by making them aware of the rights, duties, and responsibilities of 
these roles.
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Promoting Social Integration

Through socialisation, individuals develop a feeling of cooperation, 
mutual respect, tolerance, and responsibility towards others. It helps 
individuals to adopt common values and norms and thus promotes social 
integration and peaceful existence of individuals in society.

Maintaining Social Order

Individuals are encouraged to voluntarily accept social norms, 
customs, traditions and laws through socialisation. It helps in maintaining 
social order and stability through the internalisation of social values.

Facilitating Social Change

While socialisation helps in preserving culture, it also equips 
individuals to adjust to changing social conditions. It enables people to 
adapt to the new ideas, values and technologies through education, media, 
and interaction with society.

Fostering Responsible Citizenship

Through socialisation, individuals develop such qualities like honesty, 
discipline, respect for laws, sense of responsibility, and concern for others’ 
welfare. It makes individuals as responsible citizens contributing positively 
to society.

Thus, socialisation is the very foundation of social life. It transforms 
a biological individual into a social individual through the processes of 
cultural transmission, personality development, and preparation for social 
roles.

Table 4.1.2 Characteristics of Socialisation

Characteristic Description

Lifelong Process Continues from birth throughout life

Process of Learning
Acquires culture through interaction and 
experience

Social in Nature Occurs through interaction with society

Continuous and Dynamic Adapts to changing social conditions

Transmission of Culture Passes cultural heritage to future generations

Development of Personality Shapes attitudes, values, and behaviour



Notes

157

Ensures Social Adjustment
Helps individuals perform social roles 
effectively

Promotes Social Control
Encourages conformity to social norms and 
values

4.1.5 � Stages of Socialisation

Socialisation is a continuous process that begins at birth and extends 
throughout an individual’s life. Although sociologists have classified 
these stages in different manners, but the stages of socialization may be 
understood as follows.

Infancy Stage

Infancy is the first stage of socialization starting from the time of birth 
up to the early years of life. In this stage, the child is totally dependent 
on parents or caregivers for his or her physical and emotional needs. The 
family acts as the primary agent of socialization in introducing the child 
to language, affection, discipline and habits. The child learns to recognize 
family members, interact socially, imitate behavior and develop emotional 
attachment. These initial experiences lay the foundation of personality 
development.

Childhood Stage

In childhood, the process of socialization widens beyond the family. 
Children learn language effectively, develop communication skills, 
understand social rules and gain habits like sharing, cooperation, honesty 
and discipline. The school becomes an important institution in this stage. 
The teachers introduce the children to formal education, group activities, 
punctuality, responsibility and respect for authority. The interaction with 
the classmates helps the children to learn about team work, friendship and 
healthy competition.

Adolescence Stage

Adolescence is a stage of rapid physical, emotional, intellectual and 
social development. In this stage, individuals start developing independent 
thinking and become more conscious about their identity and future 
ambitions. Peer groups have a great influence on attitudes, behavior and 
decision making. Institutions of education, social media, sports, and 
community organizations also play a significant role in socialization in 
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the adolescence stage. Individuals learn to balance their personal interests 
with social expectations.

Adulthood Stage

Adulthood involves taking up new social roles and responsibilities. 
Individuals enter into occupation, create families, participate in community 
life and perform civic duties. They keep learning new skills, adapting 
to workplace environment and establishing professional relationships. 
Getting married, becoming parent, getting employed and assuming 
leadership roles necessitate individuals to learn new patterns of behavior 
and adapt to changing social expectations.

Stage of Old Age

Socialization takes place at the old age stage where the individual 
is adapting to changes in family, work, health-related problems, and 
retiring from work. The older generation acquires new statuses like being 
a grandparent or advisor in their communities. In addition, the older 
generation acts as socializing agents by passing their cultural and life 
experiences to the next generation. Therefore, socialization continues 
even when individuals are aging.

  Table 4.1.3 Stages of Socialisation

Stage Major Features

Infancy
Learns basic habits, language, and emotional attachment 
through family

Childhood
Develops communication, discipline, cooperation, and 
moral values

Adolescence
Forms identity, independent thinking, and social 
relationships

Adulthood Assumes occupational, family, and civic responsibilities

Old Age Adjusts to new life roles and transmits cultural heritage

Learning occurs in all stages of socialization. Individuals learn different 
aspects of life through socialization and are able to play various roles in 
their lives. Even though the nature of learning differs from one stage of 
life to another, the different stages of life contribute to the development of 
personality and social skills.
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4.1.6 � Importance of Socialisation

Socialisation links individual development with the continuity and 
transformation of society. It helps people acquire identities, social roles, 
communication skills, and the knowledge required for participation in 
social life.

Socialisation is not a completely neutral process. Along with language, 
values, and cooperation, it may transmit unequal expectations related to 
class, caste, gender, ethnicity, and other social positions. Individuals can 
also negotiate, reinterpret, or resist what they learn.

Table 4.1.4 Importance of Socialisation

Dimension Contribution of Socialisation

Development 
of Identity and 
Personality

Helps individuals develop a sense of self, identity, 
attitudes, and patterns of behaviour.

Transmission of 
Culture

Communicates language, knowledge, values, norms, 
customs, and traditions across generations.

Learning of Social 
Roles

Prepares individuals to perform roles associated with 
family, education, occupation, citizenship, and other 
social positions.

Development of 
Social Competence

Enables communication, cooperation, empathy, 
negotiation, and participation in social life.

Social Integration
Connects individuals with groups and institutions and 
creates shared expectations and a sense of belonging.

Reproduction of 
Social Order

Encourages the internalisation of social norms and 
contributes to continuity in social relationships and 
institutions.

Reproduction of 
Inequality

May also transmit class, caste, gender, ethnic, and 
other unequal social arrangements.

Adaptation and 
Social Change

Enables individuals to respond to changing social 
conditions through resocialisation, new learning, and 
the development of alternative values and practices.

4.1.7 � Let Us Sum Up

The process of socialisation involves learning of the culture, values, 
norms, beliefs and behavioural patterns of society by individuals. Through 
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socialisation, an individual becomes a social being capable of playing 
different social roles. Through interaction with the family, educational 
institutions, peer groups and other social agencies, individuals acquire the 
skills needed for effective functioning in society.

Socialisation possesses a number of important characteristics. It is 
a lifelong, continuous, and dynamic process, which is social in nature 
and involves the transmission of culture from one generation to another. 
Socialisation makes a significant contribution to the development of 
personality, social adjustment and social order.

The process of socialisation occurs at different stages which include 
infancy, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age. At each of these 
stages, individuals acquire new responsibilities, attitudes, and patterns 
of behaviour that make them prepared for new social roles. Through 
socialisation, individuals get socially integrated, preserve the cultural 
heritage, facilitate social change and develop responsible citizenship. Thus, 
it forms the very basis of individual development and social continuity.

4.1.8 � Keywords

Socialisation, Personality, Social Norms, Values, Social Adjustment, 
Social Integration, 

4.1.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What do you understand by socialisation? What is the sociological 
concept of socialisation?

2.	 What are the main characteristics of socialisation?

3.	 Discuss the different stages of socialisation giving suitable examples.

4.	 Describe the importance of socialisation in the development of 
personality and social integration.

5.	 Analyze the role of socialisation in maintaining social order and 
cultural continuity.
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Lesson 4.2 - Agencies of Socialisation

Structure

4.2.1 	 Objectives

4.2.2 	 Introduction

4.2.3 	 Meaning and Role of Agencies of Socialisation

4.2.4 	 Major Agencies of Socialisation

4.2.5 	 Changing Agencies of Socialisation in Contemporary Society

4.2.6 	 Importance of Agencies of Socialisation

4.2.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

4.2.8 	 Keywords

4.2.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

4.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ understand the concept of agencies of socialisation;

 	 ➢ identify the major agencies of socialisation;

 	 ➢ analyze the role of different agencies in personality development; and

 	 ➢ examine the changing role of agencies of socialisation in 
contemporary society.

4.2.2 � Introduction

Socialisation is not an automatic process but takes place through 
various social institutions and groups which affect the behaviour, attitudes 
and values of an individual. Such institutions, referred to as agencies of 
socialisation, provide opportunities to individuals for learning and enable 
them to become active members of society. Each agency of socialisation 
performs different functions in the transmission of culture, development 
of personality, and social responsibilities of individuals.

The effect of these agencies changes at different stages of life. While 
the family plays the most important role during early childhood, schools, 
peer groups, workplace, religious organisations, mass media, and digital 
media become increasingly important as individuals grow up. This lesson 
will explain the concept of agencies of socialisation and analyze their role 
in the formation of human behaviour and social integration.
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4.2.3 � Meaning and Role of Agencies of Socialisation

Socialisation takes place through various individuals, groups and 
institutions which make individuals learn the values, norms, beliefs, 
customs and patterns of behaviour accepted by society. Such individuals 
and institutions are called agencies of socialisation. They serve as the 
channels through which culture is transmitted from one generation to 
another and play an important role in the development of personality and 
social behaviour.

An agency of socialisation can be defined as any individual, group, 
or institution which affects the learning of social values, attitudes, roles 
and behaviour of an individual. Each agency of socialisation has different 
functions depending on the stage of life of an individual and his social 
environment.

The process of socialisation starts within the family soon after birth. 
As individuals grow up, they come in contact with a variety of agencies 
of socialisation such as schools, peer groups, religious organisations, 
workplace, mass media, and digital media. These agencies together form 
the personality of individuals and make them perform effectively in society.

The effect of agencies of socialisation varies at different stages of life. 
During early childhood, the family plays the most important role. When 
children enter schools, teachers and classmates become important agencies 
of socialisation. During adolescence, peer groups may exert a stronger 
influence on the attitudes and behaviour of individuals.

In the modern society, technological advancements have greatly 
increased the range of socialisation. Television, the internet, smartphones, 
and social media have become strong agencies which influence people’s 
opinions, lifestyle, communication, and relations. Thus, socialisation is 
not limited anymore to direct interaction, but happens mostly via digital 
space.

Even though agencies have different roles, they are united in their aims 
- helping people to get appropriate knowledge, skills, values and attitudes 
required for responsible social life. Good co-operation of these agencies 
fosters harmonious personality development and social solidarity.

Agencies of socialisation supplement each other and play the key role 
in the development of individuals. Together they transfer culture and help 
individuals to become responsible members of family, education, work 
and society.
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4.2.4 � Major Agencies of Socialisation

Socialisation is a continuing process which happens via several 
agencies. They play the part in the intellectual, emotional, moral, and 
social development of individuals. Even though agencies influence people 
differently depending on age and other factors, altogether they prepare 
individuals for their future role in society.

Family

Family is the first and one of the most important agencies of 
socialisation. Within family, children receive basic knowledge of language, 
etiquette, traditions, beliefs, values, and behaviour patterns. Parents and 
other family members give children love, affection, safety, and guidance, 
all of which are needed for normal personality development.

Family also teaches children how to differentiate good from bad, fosters 
discipline and builds up cooperative, respectful, honest and responsible 
attitude. Since all the first experiences take place within family, its influence 
is very important during all life.

School

The school is the first formal agency of socialisation. Aside from 
knowledge acquisition, schools help children to foster discipline, 
punctuality, cooperation, leadership skills and respect for rules and 
authority. With the help of educational programs, extracurricular activities 
like sport, and other activities, students learn cooperation, healthy 
competition, civic duty and responsibility. Teachers act as examples for 
students influencing their behaviour and moral values.

Peer Group

The peer group comprises people of the same age, interests and social 
background who communicate regularly. In childhood and adolescence, 
peer groups become an important source of learning and emotional 
support. Interaction with peers helps to develop communication 
skills, confidence, cooperation, tolerance and ability to make decisions 
independently. Interaction with peer groups helps people to realize social 
demands not only within family. Peer influence can be either positive or 
negative depending on values and behaviour of a particular peer group.

Religion

Religion is another agency of socialisation. It gives moral guidance and 
instills ethical values, like honesty, compassion, tolerance and readiness 
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to serve to other people. Religious agencies encourage discipline, social 
responsibility and respect to other people.

Religious holidays, rites, and community activities help to build up 
social unity and preserve cultural traditions from generation to generation.

Mass Media

The mass media consisting of newspapers, radio, TV, films, magazines 
is an important agent of socialisation. It influences people’s attitudes, 
beliefs, lifestyles and social awareness by spreading knowledge about the 
current situation in the world, culture, science, education and politics. 
Educational programs and documentaries have positive influence on 
learning, while entertainment media influence fashion, language and 
popular culture.

Workplace

For adults the workplace becomes an important agency of socialisation. 
Workplace introduces individuals to professional ethics, organizational 
values, teamwork, leadership, discipline and responsibility. Interaction 
with colleagues and superiors helps workers to develop communication 
skills, problem solving skills and professional behaviour.

Table 4.2.1 Major Agencies of Socialisation and Their Functions

Agency
Primary Role in 

Socialisation
Illustrative Contribution

Family
Provides primary 
socialisation and emotional 
support.

Transmits language, 
values, customs, gender 
expectations, and patterns 
of interpersonal behaviour.

School
Provides formal education 
and secondary socialisation.

Develops knowledge, 
discipline, social skills, civic 
understanding, and respect 
for institutional rules.

Peer Group
Facilitates interaction 
among individuals of 
similar age or status.

Encourages friendship, 
cooperation, identity 
formation, independent 
thinking, and negotiation of 
group expectations.
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Religion
Transmits religious beliefs, 
moral values, and cultural 
traditions.

Influences ideas about 
right and wrong, duties, 
obligations, and acceptable 
conduct.

Mass Media
Circulates information, 
symbols, ideas, and cultural 
representations.

Shapes perceptions of social 
roles, lifestyles, public 
issues, and social identities.

Workplace
Provides occupational and 
organisational socialisation.

Develops professional 
skills, work discipline, 
organisational values, and 
role-specific behaviour.

Community
Connects individuals with 
local groups and collective 
activities.

Encourages civic 
participation, mutual 
responsibility, cooperation, 
and local identity.

Digital 
Platforms

Extend social interaction 
through online 
communication and 
networked communities.

Support online learning, 
identity formation, 
global interaction, and 
participation in virtual 
groups.

Community

The community gives individuals opportunity to participate in social, 
cultural, educational and recreational activities. Community organizations, 
neighbourhood groups, youth clubs and voluntary associations encourage 
civic participation and promote community relations. Participation 
in community programs helps people to develop social responsibility, 
leadership skills and cooperation.

Digital Media and Social Media

In the twenty-first century digital media has become one of the most 
influential agents of socialisation. Internet, smartphones, online learning 
websites and social media provide people with a wide range of information 
and communication around the world.

Digital media allows to learn new things, exchange opinions, participate 
in virtual communities and stay aware about the world events. At the same 
time the excessive use of social media makes people vulnerable to fake 
news, cyberbullying, privacy risks and digital addiction. Therefore, the 
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responsible use of digital technologies and digital literacy become the 
essential components of socialisation in the modern world.

Each of these agencies plays a special role in the process of socialisation. 
Together they help people to gain knowledge, values, skills and attitudes 
necessary for their development and social participation. Modern society 
with the help of the traditional and new agencies turned socialisation into 
a continuous multidimensional process.

4.2.5 � Changing Agencies of Socialisation in Contemporary Society

Agencies of socialisation changed considerably due to rapid scientific and 
technological development, globalization, urbanization, and innovations in 
communication. Alongside the traditional agencies of socialisation, new 
agencies appeared which influence people in various ways. These changes 
have enlarged the range of socialisation and have transformed the ways in 
which people gain knowledge, values and social skills.

Changes in the Role of Family

Family still remains the main agency of socialisation, but its role has 
greatly changed in the modern society. Urbanization, migration, emergence 
of nuclear family structure, and increase in working activity of parents led 
to changes in the traditional upbringing of children. Even though parents 
still give emotional support and moral guidance, In contemporary society 
children spend much time at schools, childcare centers and in the digital 
sphere.

Transformations in Educational Institutions

The current schools do more than imparting education to the 
students. They encourage critical thinking, scientific temper, leadership, 
environmental awareness, digital literacy and other life skills. Educational 
institutions help students to fit into an increasingly globalized and 
technological environment. Online education platforms and digital 
classrooms have extended the scope of learning further.

Influence of Digital Media

The digital media has become one of the most influential agencies of 
socialisation in the contemporary society. Internet, smartphones, social 
networking sites, podcasts and digital educational platforms have made 
information instantly accessible and enabled people to communicate 
despite geographical barriers. Youth in particular, spend a lot of time 
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communicating on digital platforms, where they exchange ideas, form 
social relations and interact in online communities. Digital media 
facilitates learning and promotes global awareness, but also needs to 
be used judiciously to avoid issues like misinformation, cyberbullying, 
privacy violations and too much screen time.

Impact of Globalisation

Globalisation has increased interaction among people from different 
societies and cultures. People have been exposed to international media, 
foreign education, foreign tourism, and foreign job markets, which has 
made them aware about other cultures and promoted diversity. On the 
other hand, globalisation has impacted lifestyles, eating habits, fashion, 
entertainment and consumption patterns, which has made socialisation 
increasingly multicultural.

Workplace as an Agency of Socialisation

Modern day workplaces have become an important agency of 
socialisation for adults. Employees keep acquiring new technical and 
professional skills, professional conduct, leadership skills and team work 
skills through trainings and organisational experience.

Changes in technology make it mandatory for professionals to keep 
learning continuously.

Community and Civil Society

Community organisations, NGOs, youth clubs, voluntary organisations, 
self-help groups have gained increasing importance in social participation, 
environmental awareness, health education and community development. 
Involvement in such organisations promotes democratic values and civic 
responsibilities.

Table 4.2.2 Traditional and Contemporary Agencies of Socialisation

Agency Continuing Role
Contemporary 
Development

Family
Transmits language, values, 
identity, and emotional 
support.

Nuclear, dual-income, single-
parent, and transnational 
families have diversified 
patterns of socialisation.
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School
Provides formal knowledge, 
discipline, and preparation 
for social roles.

Digital classrooms, online 
learning, and blended 
education have expanded the 
socialisation process beyond 
the physical classroom.

Peer Group
Develops friendship, 
cooperation, identity, and 
independence.

Online communities and 
virtual friendships extend 
peer interaction across 
geographical boundaries.

Religion
Transmits beliefs, moral 
values, rituals, and 
traditions.

Religious learning and 
interaction increasingly 
take place through digital 
platforms and online 
discussions.

Community
Encourages participation, 
cooperation, and collective 
responsibility.

NGOs, self-help groups, 
resident associations, and 
online communities create 
new forms of collective 
participation.

Mass Media
Circulates information, 
cultural meanings, and 
images of social life.

Social media, streaming 
platforms, and digital 
communication have made 
media interaction more 
immediate and interactive.

Changing dynamics of the society have increased the agencies of 
socialisation without losing significance of traditional institutions. 
Socialisation in the contemporary world calls for a balance between family, 
school, community, workplace and digital media.

4.2.6 � Importance of Agencies of Socialisation

The agencies of socialisation are extremely important for the 
development of the individual and continuation of society. They transmit 
culture, develop personality, encourage responsible behaviour and prepare 
individuals for different social roles. Without these agencies, socialisation 
cannot take place effectively.
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Development of Personality

The agencies of socialisation help individuals in developing 
intellectually, emotionally, morally and socially. Individuals gain 
confidence, learn communication skills, develop values and attitudes 
through interactions with family members, teachers, peers and community 
institutions, which shapes their personality.

Transmission of Culture

These agencies preserve and transmit the cultural heritage of society. 
They teach the language, customs, traditions, beliefs, values and social 
norms so that each generation is able to inherit the knowledge and 
experience of the previous generations.

Development of Social Skills

These agencies help individuals in developing the social skills like 
communication skills, cooperation, leadership skills, empathy, problem 
solving skills and conflict resolution skills. These skills help people in 
building healthy interpersonal relations.

Preparation for Social Roles

Individuals perform many roles in life like being a student, employee, 
parent, citizen and community member and so on. Agencies of socialisation 
help individuals in understanding and performing these roles effectively 
by developing the necessary knowledge, attitudes and behaviour.

Promotion of Social Integration

Agencies of socialisation help in promoting social integration by 
encouraging common values, cooperation, tolerance and mutual respect. 
These agencies promote social cohesion and peaceful coexistence among 
people belonging to different social, cultural and economic background.

Maintaining Social Order

Agencies of socialisation encourage individuals to conform to the 
norms, customs, traditions and laws of society. Individuals internalise 
these standards, which enables them to control their own behaviour. This 
reduces social conflicts and helps in maintaining social order.
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Table 4.2.3 Importance of Agencies of Socialisation

Importance Contribution

Personality Development
Shapes behaviour, attitudes, and emotional 
maturity

Transmission of Culture Preserves values, traditions, and customs

Development of Social Skills
Encourages communication, cooperation, 
and leadership

Preparation for Social Roles
Enables effective performance of social 
responsibilities

Promotion of Social 
Integration

Strengthens unity and social harmony

Maintenance of Social Order Encourages conformity to norms and laws

Therefore, agencies of socialisation are absolutely essential for both 
individual development and smooth functioning of the society. With 
collective effort, these agencies ensure the transmission of culture, 
development of responsible citizens and social stability in an increasingly 
dynamic world.

4.2.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Socialisation takes place through agencies of socialisation, which helps 
individuals in acquiring the values, norms, beliefs, customs and patterns of 
behaviour that are acceptable in society. The agencies of socialisation act 
as the channels of transmission of culture and preparation of individuals 
for different social roles.

Family is the most important agency of socialisation, which introduces 
the child to the language, values, customs and emotional security. 
Schools provide formal education and discipline, peer groups encourage 
cooperation, communication and independent thinking, religion promotes 
moral values, mass media transmits information, workplace develops the 
professional behaviour and community organizations encourage civic 
responsibilities. In the contemporary society, digital media has emerged 
as an important agency of socialisation.

Agencies of socialisation have changed in the wake of technological 
advancements and globalization. Though their role has changed over 
the period of time, they continue to perform important functions in 
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personality development, cultural transmission, social integration and 
maintaining social order.

4.2.8 � Keywords

Family, Peer Group, Religion, Mass Media, Workplace, Community, 
Digital Media, 

4.2.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define the agencies of socialisation and discuss their importance. 

2.	 Discuss the role of family and school as agencies of socialisation. 

3.	 Explain the role of peer groups and religion in socialisation. 

4.	 Discuss the changing role of digital media as an agency of 
socialisation. 

5.	 Discuss the importance of agencies of socialisation in personality 
development and social integration.
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Lesson 4.3 - Concept and Means of Social Control

Structure

4.3.1 	 Objectives

4.3.2 	 Introduction

4.3.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Social Control

4.3.4 	 Objectives of Social Control

4.3.5 	 Means of Social Control

4.3.6 	 Importance of Social Control

4.3.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

4.3.8 	 Keywords

4.3.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

4.3.1 � Objectives

After going through this lesson, you will be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept and meaning of social control. 

 	 ➢ describe the objectives of social control.

 	 ➢ identify the means of social control. 

 	 ➢ explain the sociological significance of social control.

4.3.2 � Introduction

Every society cannot function properly without maintaining order, 
discipline, and cooperation among its members. Although people enjoy 
freedom in society, yet they must follow the norms, values, customs and 
laws acceptable to society. Every person cannot act according to their wishes 
alone otherwise society will be chaotic and full of conflicts. Therefore, 
every society makes provision for regulating the activities of individuals 
and ensuring conformity to accepted standards. Such provisions are 
collectively called ‘social control’.

Social control is necessary for ensuring social harmony, protecting 
individual rights and promoting the welfare of society. It is exercised by 
both informal means like family influences, customs, traditions, public 
opinion etc. and formal means like laws, courts, government organizations 
etc. In this lesson we shall introduce the concept of social control, discuss 
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the objectives of social control, examine some of the means of social 
control and point out the importance of social control.

4.3.3 � Concept and Meaning of Social Control

Social control implies those processes and methods through which 
the members of a society regulate the activities of individuals/groups in 
accordance with accepted norms, values, customs, laws etc. Thus, social 
control consists of all those methods and devices which encourage proper 
behaviour and discourage those activities which may disturb social order.

Each society lays down certain standards of behaviour for ensuring 
cooperation, protecting individual rights and maintaining harmony 
in society. The main purpose of social control is to ensure that people 
adhere to these standards and perform their social obligations. It operates 
by educating, guiding, teaching, persuading, punishing, criticizing, 
and so forth. It works through informal agencies like family, religious 
organizations, educational institutions etc. and formal agencies like court 
of law, government organization etc.

The concept of social control does not mean any unnecessary 
restriction on individual freedom. Rather, it tries to establish harmony 
between individual rights and social obligations so that there should be 
harmonious development of both the individual and society. The effective 
exercise of social control leads to discipline, cooperation and peaceful 
coexistence.

Various sociologists have defined social control differently

According to E. A. Ross, who introduced the concept of social control, 
“social control is a system of devices whereby society brings its members 
into conformity with accepted standards of behaviour.”

According to MacIver and Page, “social control is the manner in which 
the entire social order regulates itself and maintains its stability.”

According to Gillin and Gillin, “social control consists of the methods 
by which a society persuades or compels its members to conform to 
accepted patterns of behaviour.”

These definitions clearly suggest that social control is a constant social 
process in which efforts are made to maintain social order and the smooth 
working of society. It encourages individuals to internalize social norms 
and regulate their activities on their own initiative while also providing a 
mechanism to cope with the problem of deviant behaviour. Social control 
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is performed at different levels. At the level of family, the parents regulate 
the activities of children through guidance and punishment. Schools 
regulate behaviour through rules and regulations. Religious organizations 
encourage good behaviour through moral teachings while the government 
regulates activities of the people through laws.

Table 4.3.1 Selected Definitions of Social Control

Sociologist Definition/Key Idea

E. A. Ross
Social control is the system through which society brings 
individuals into conformity with accepted standards.

MacIver and 
Page

Social control is the process by which social order regulates 
and maintains itself.

Gillin and 
Gillin

Social control consists of methods used to persuade or 
compel conformity to accepted behaviour.

Thus, social control is an inevitable element of every society. It 
regulates activities, ensures cooperation, prevents disorder and ensures 
that individuals or groups behave according to social norms and values.

4.3.4 � Objectives of Social Control

Social control is an indispensable agency for maintaining order and 
stability in society. Its basic aim is to regulate the activities of individuals 
and groups in accordance with accepted social norms, values, customs and 
laws. The following are the main objectives of social control.

Maintains Social Order

The primary objective of social control is the maintenance of 
peace, order and stability in society. It helps in reducing conflict and 
maintaining harmonious social relations through regulating activities 
of individuals in accordance with accepted norms. For example, traffic 
regulations, safety laws, institutional rules, etc. help in maintaining 
orderly behaviour.

Ensures Conformity to Social Norms

Every society lays down certain norms and standards for regulating the 
behaviour of its members. Social control encourages people to conform to 
the accepted patterns of behaviour while restraining them from indulging 
in activities which may disrupt social order. It motivates individuals 
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to behave themselves properly through customs, traditions, religion, 
education, law and so forth.

Promotes Social Integration

Social control fosters social integration by encouraging cooperation, 
mutual respect, toleration and social responsibility. Common norms and 
values create a feeling of belongingness among individuals and promote 
peaceful coexistence regardless of religion, language, caste and culture.

Protects Individual Rights

Another important objective of social control is the protection of 
rights and freedom of individuals. The laws and legal institutions help 
in protecting individuals from exploitation, discrimination, violence and 
other forms of injustice. Thus, social control contributes towards the 
welfare of individual as well as collective welfare.

Prevents Deviant Behaviour

Social control restrains people from indulging in activities that do not 
conform to social norms and welfare of society. It discourages such deviant 
behaviour through informal sanctions like criticism and disapproval, and 
formal sanctions like legal punishment. Through this social control creates 
a more disciplined and safe environment.

Preserves Culture and Social Values

Social control helps in preserving the cultural heritage of society 
through encouraging respect for traditions, customs, moral values and 
social institutions. In this way social control promotes cultural continuity 
and gradual adaptation to change.

Facilitates Social Change

While social control brings about stability, it also facilitates positive 
social change through new laws, educational programs and awareness 
campaigns that encourage individuals to make desirable changes in a 
peaceful way. For instance, campaigns for gender equality, environmental 
protection and information technology awareness have brought about 
changes in the attitudes and behaviour of people.

Promotes Responsible Citizenship

Social control builds qualities such as discipline, honesty, reverence 
to the law, cooperation, and citizenship. All these qualities encourage 
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individuals to participate in the development of the community and 
improve the state of the society.

Table 4.3.2 Objectives of Social Control

Objective Contribution to Society

Maintains Social Order Promotes peace, discipline, and stability

Ensures Conformity Encourages adherence to norms and values

Promotes Social Integration Strengthens unity and cooperation

Protects Individual Rights Safeguards freedom, equality, and justice

Prevents Deviant Behaviour Reduces crime and social disorder

Preserves Culture
Maintains traditions, customs, and moral 
values

Facilitates Social Change Encourages positive social reforms

Promotes Responsible 
Citizenship

Develops civic responsibility and respect for 
law

From the objectives of social control, it is clear that social control 
is not only a way of regulating behaviour, but also an important tool in 
ensuring social welfare. By balancing individual liberty with collective 
responsibility, social control ensures the orderly functioning, stability and 
development of the society.

4.3.5 � Means of Social Control

Every society uses various means of controlling the behaviour of its 
members and regulating the functioning of social order. Such means can 
either be informal such as customs, traditions, religion and public opinion, 
or formal such as laws, court systems, police, and government institutions. 
This helps in encouraging conformity to social norms and discouraging 
any behaviour that is likely to jeopardize the welfare of the society. Major 
means of social control are discussed below.

Customs

Customs are established practices of behaviour that have been 
adopted and practiced by members of the society for a long time. They 
are developed through social practice and become very important guides 
in conducting oneself on a daily basis. Individuals follow customs out 



Notes

177

of choice since they are regarded as socially desirable. Customs regulate 
many things such as greetings, marriage practices, food habits, festivals 
and social manners.

Traditions

Traditions are customs and practices that are passed from generation 
to generation. They preserve the culture of the society and enhance 
unity in the society through creating a feeling of continuation with the 
past. Celebrations, rituals, folk art and practices that encourage social 
participation reinforce traditions.

Religion

Religion is one of the oldest and strongest means of social control. 
It instills morals such as honesty, kindness, tolerance, truthfulness and 
serving mankind. Religion encourages individuals to behave ethically and 
avoids doing anything that may bring harm to the society. Institutions of 
religion instil discipline, cooperation and social responsibility through 
sermons, celebrations, charitable acts and community services.

Morality

Morality consists of principles of right and wrong behaviour. Moral 
values are developed through family upbringing, education, religion and 
social interaction. People who have acquired moral values do regulate 
their behaviour without being compelled from outside.

Moral values such as honesty, integrity, fairness and respect for other 
individuals are very instrumental in maintaining social harmony.

Public Opinion

Public opinion is the collective attitude and perceive that the society 
holds on some issue or certain forms of behaviour. Individuals adjust their 
behaviour to earn the approval of the society and avoid disapproval or 
criticism. In democratic societies, public opinion influences government 
policies, legislation and social reforms. Modern mass media and social 
media have enhanced the influence of public opinion.

Education

Education is one of the major means of social control as it develops 
knowledge, discipline, responsible citizenship and moral values. Schools 
and universities teach not only academic knowledge, but also social 
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norms, ethical conduct, respect for diversity and democracy. Education 
enhances rational thinking and equips individuals with necessary qualities 
to be responsible citizens.

Law

Law is the most significant formal means of social control. Law is 
made by the state as rules to regulate behaviour and protect the rights 
and interests of individuals. Unlike customs and traditions, laws are legally 
binding and violation of law leads to penalties or punishment. Laws help 
in maintaining peace, preventing crimes, protecting human rights and 
ensuring justice. Laws apply to all individuals irrespective of their social, 
economic or cultural background.

Government

Government plays a vital role in ensuring social control through 
legislation, administration, law enforcement agencies and judicial 
process. It maintains public order and protects citizens and ensures the 
implementation of laws. Institutions of government encourage social 
welfare through education, health care, environmental protection and 
public awareness campaigns which encourage responsible behaviour.

Table 4.3.3 Major Means of Social Control

Means Major Function

Customs Regulate everyday social behaviour

Traditions Preserve cultural continuity and identity

Religion Promote moral values and ethical conduct

Morality Encourage self-discipline and responsible behaviour

Public Opinion Influences attitudes and social acceptance

Education Develops discipline, values, and responsible citizenship

Law Enforces legal conformity and protects rights

Government Maintains public order and implements laws

Various means of social control work collectively to control human 
behavior. Informal means such as customs, religion, morality and public 
opinion encourage voluntary conformity, while formal means such as law 
and government ensure compliance through legal powers.
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4.3.6 � Importance of Social Control

Social control is very important for the orderly running and 
development of the society. It regulates individual and group behaviour 
and encourages cooperation. Without social control, the society would 
undergo disorder, conflicts and instability. The importance of social 
control is discussed below.

Maintains Social Order

Importance of social control is that it ensures peace, order and stability 
in society. Through encouraging conformity to accepted norms, customs 
and laws, it minimizes conflicts and encourages harmonious social 
relations. If individuals respect the social rules and do their part of the 
bargain, then society will run in an organized and disciplined manner.

Protection of Individual Rights

An efficient mechanism of social control ensures the rights and 
freedoms of individuals. Laws and legal systems protect citizens from being 
exploited, discriminated against, subjected to violence and injustice, and 
guarantee equal rights before the law. Therefore, social control facilitates 
the creation of just and equitable society.

Prevention of Crimes and Deviance

One of the important functions of social control is discouragement of 
behaviour that does not comply with social norms and laws. Social and 
legal punishments help to prevent crimes, corruption, violence, and other 
forms of deviant behaviour. It makes social environment safe for people.

Preservation of Cultural Values

Social control helps to preserve cultural traditions, customs, beliefs, 
and moral standards of society. They are transferred from one generation to 
another thanks to family upbringing, education, religion, and community 
life. It facilitates the continuity of cultural heritage.

Development of Responsible Citizenship

Social control cultivates such qualities as honesty, discipline, respect 
for law, tolerance, and civic responsibility. People who embody these 
standards become responsible citizens who contribute to community 
prosperity and national development. Responsible citizenship is a key to 
success of democratic institutions and sustainable social development.
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Facilitation of Social Change

Even though social control promotes stability, it encourages positive 
social change by helping people to adjust to new social conditions. 
Reformations of education, legal system, public campaigns, and 
governmental policies promote progressive ideas while preserving 
social harmony. For instance, the legislation concerning gender equality, 
environment protection, and cyber safety encourages positive behaviour.

Development of Democratic Society

In democratic societies, social control helps to maintain rule of law, to 
preserve human rights, and to encourage citizens to participate in social 
life responsibly. It promotes respect for constitutional values, human 
rights, and democratic institutions. The society of people who voluntarily 
observe laws and ethical standards is more likely to develop in peace, 
justice, and sustainable manner.

Thus, social control is necessary for the existence and development 
of society. It maintains balance between individual freedom and social 
responsibility by promoting voluntary conformity to social norms 
and enforcing legal standards where necessary. Through informal and 
formal means, social control contributes to social harmony, protection of 
individual rights, and development of society as a whole.

4.3.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Social control is the process of regulation of people’s behaviour by 
society in accordance with accepted norms, values, customs, and laws. It 
is achieved through informal means such as customs, traditions, religion, 
morality, education, and public opinion, and through formal means, such 
as law and government.

Objectives of social control are maintenance of social order, 
conformity, social integration, protection of individual rights, prevention 
of deviant behaviour, culture conservation, social change facilitation, 
and development of responsible citizenship. All these objectives help to 
maintain smooth functioning and stability of society.

Social control plays an important role in promotion of discipline, 
cooperation, justice, and social harmony. By maintaining balance between 
individual freedom and social responsibility, it creates the conditions 
for peaceful coexistence, democratic governance, and sustainable social 
development.
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4.3.8 � Keywords

Social Norms, Customs, Traditions, Religion, Morality, Public Opinion, 
Law, Government

4.3.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define social control and discuss its sociological significance. 

2.	 Discuss the objectives of social control. 

3.	 Describe the means of social control with examples. 

4.	 Discuss the importance of social control for maintenance of social 
order and stability. 

5.	 Distinguish between formal and informal means of social control 
with examples. 
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Lesson 4.4 - Formal and Informal Means of Social Control

Structure

4.4.1 	 Objectives

4.4.2 	 Introduction

4.4.3 	 Informal Means of Social Control

4.4.4 	 Formal Means of Social Control

4.4.5 	� Difference between Formal and Informal Means of Social 
Control

4.4.6 	 Contemporary Relevance of Formal and Informal Social Control

4.4.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

4.4.8 	 Keywords

4.4.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

4.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ distinguish between formal and informal means of social control. 

 	 ➢ explain the major informal means of social control. 

 	 ➢ describe the formal means of social control. 

 	 ➢ analyse the importance of formal and informal social control in 
contemporary society. 

4.4.2 � Introduction

Social control is achieved through various mechanisms of 
encouragement of compliance with accepted norms and values. They can 
be either informal – naturally developed in society due to family, customs, 
religion, and public opinion – or formal, established by the state through 
laws, courts, police, and other governmental agencies. Both types of 
social control are necessary for maintenance of social order and normal 
functioning of society.

The former one is mostly grounded on moral values, traditions, and 
social expectations while the latter is based on legal standards. Although 
they differ in the way of operation, both complement each other in 
regulating behaviour and maintaining social stability. This lesson discusses 
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the nature, characteristics, and importance of formal and informal means 
of social control and their relevance in contemporary society.

4.4.3 � Informal Means of Social Control

Informal social control is the regulation of behaviour through unwritten 
rules, customs, traditions, moral values, religion, and social expectations. 
It develops spontaneously in society and is enforced through approval, 
appreciation, criticism, or social disapproval without any legal force. 
Informal social control starts from family and lasts through entire life of 
people. As it is grounded on internalized values and voluntary compliance, 
it is usually more effective than coercion in influencing daily behaviour. 
The major informal means of social control are discussed below.

Family

Family is the first and the most important agency of informal social 
control. Through guidance, affection, and surveillance parents and elders 
teach children discipline, respect, honesty, responsibility, and cooperation.

Religion

Religion is capable of instilling moral values in people through 
spiritual, religious, and moral practices.

Morality

Moral values are the basis by which people can differentiate between 
what is right and what is wrong. Those people who have acquired such 
values do not need external punishment because they control themselves.

Public Opinion

Human beings often change their actions to get positive feedback 
and to receive recognition from other members of the community. Public 
opinion is, therefore, an effective tool of social control which encourages 
socially desirable actions.

Education

Schools encourage discipline, responsibility, cooperation, and civic 
virtues. Although schools work on the basis of formal regulations, most 
of their influence is realized through informal relations between teacher 
and pupils.
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Characteristics of Informal Social Control

 	 ➢ Based on customs, traditions, and moral values. 

 	 ➢ Voluntary compliance with rules. 

 	 ➢ Originated in the family environment. 

 	 ➢ Encourages self-discipline. 

 	 ➢ Does not involve legal punishment. 

 	 ➢ Creates harmony in society. 

Informal social control is effective because it starts working with 
people at a very early age and is an integral part of their personality due to 
socialization.

4.4.4 � Formal Means of Social Control

Formal social control involves regulating people’s actions with the 
help of officially developed laws, rules, and regulations established by the 
government. In contrast to informal social control, the former is obligatory 
and legally enforced. In modern, complex and large societies, the latter is 
especially necessary because informal methods are not sufficient enough 
to regulate society. The main formal means of social control include the 
following.

Law: The law contains all rules that were adopted by the state to regulate 
people’s actions and to defend the rights of citizens.

Police: Police defends public order, prevents crimes, protects people from 
dangers and enforces the laws.

Courts: Courts interpret laws, solve disputes, protect constitutional rights, 
and provide justice. Independent judiciary increases people’s confidence 
in the legality.

Government: Government makes policies, enforces laws, provides the 
public administration, and takes care of citizens’ welfare. It helps in 
maintaining social stability and national development.

Educational and administrative institutions: Schools, universities, 
public institutions, etc. keep discipline with the help of official rules and 
regulations, codes of behaviour, exams, service rules, and disciplinary 
actions.

Characteristics of Formal Social Control

 	 ➢ Based on written laws and regulations. 
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 	 ➢ Executed by officially authorized institutions. 

 	 ➢ Legally binding for all citizens. 

 	 ➢ Violation attracts prescribed punishment. 

 	 ➢ Provides justice, equality, and public order. 

 	 ➢ Necessary for modern democratic society. 

Formal social control provides a systematic approach to regulating 
people’s actions and protecting their rights and interests.

4.4.5 � Difference between Formal and Informal Means of Social 
Control

Despite the fact that both formal and informal social controls help in 
regulating human actions and providing social order, they differ in their 
origin, methods and enforcement. Informal social control is based on 
customs, traditions, moral values and social approval while formal social 
control works on the basis of laws, rules and government institutions.

The table below shows the main differences between formal and 
informal means of social control.

Both kinds of social control are complementary and not contradictory. 
Informal social control fosters self-discipline and moral responsibility 
while formal social control provides legal protection and maintains 
public order. An organized society requires both mechanisms to function 
properly.

Table 4.4.1 � Difference between Informal and formal Social Control

Basis of 
Difference

Informal Social Control Formal Social Control

Nature
Unwritten and generally 
embedded in everyday 
social interaction.

Usually written, codified, 
and institutionally 
organised.

Main 
Sources

Family, peer groups, 
community, religion, 
customs, traditions, 
morality, and public 
opinion.

State, courts, police, 
schools, workplaces, and 
administrative institutions.
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Means

Social approval, criticism, 
persuasion, advice, praise, 
ridicule, and social 
exclusion.

Laws, regulations, official 
warnings, fines, suspension, 
imprisonment, and other 
authorised sanctions.

Authority
Based on shared 
expectations and social 
acceptance.

Based on legally or 
institutionally recognised 
authority.

Enforcement
Often voluntary, diffuse, 
and continuous.

Administered by designated 
officials or institutions.

Examples

Family discipline, 
community expectations, 
religious teachings, and 
peer-group pressure.

Traffic laws, court orders, 
institutional rules, 
employment regulations, 
and criminal penalties.

Main 
Strength

Operates through 
internalised values and 
everyday relationships.

Provides clear rules and 
enforceable procedures.

Possible 
Limitation

May be inconsistent, 
discriminatory, or 
oppressive when dominant 
customs are unequal.

May become coercive or 
restrict liberty if authority 
is not accountable.

Relationship
May support, supplement, 
or sometimes challenge 
formal control.

Often operates alongside 
and depends partly 
on informal social 
expectations.

4.4.6 � Contemporary Relevance of Formal and Informal Social  
Control

In contemporary society, rapid technological progress, globalization, 
urbanization and social diversity have changed the nature of social control. 
Despite this fact, both formal and informal mechanisms continue to be 
important to maintain social order, although their methods and area of 
influence have changed. Informal social control still plays an important role 
as it forms people’s behaviour since childhood through family, education, 
religion, and community. Moral values such as honesty, tolerance, respect 
and responsibility continue to be cultivated through those institutions 
even in highly modernized societies. Social expectations and moral values 
strongly influence human behaviour.
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At the same time, formal social control became even more important 
owing to complexity of modern societies. Governments adopt laws 
concerning cybercrime, environmental protection, consumers’ rights, 
public health, traffic rules, etc. to cope with emerging social problems. 
Police, courts and governmental agencies make sure that all laws are 
enforced fairly.

Rapid development of digital technologies added new dimension to the 
issue of social control. Social media platforms became powerful tools of 
informal social control by influencing public opinion and fostering social 
responsibility. At the same time, governments introduced legal measures 
to cope with online fraud, cyberbullying, hate speech, misinformation, 
and data protection.

The outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic once again proved the 
importance of both types of social control. Public awareness campaigns 
promoted voluntary compliance with health guidelines, while governments 
introduced legal measures such as lockdowns, quarantines and vaccination 
policy.

Democratic societies need an appropriate balance between formal 
and informal social control. Excessive use of legal control may lead to 
infringement of people’s liberties, whereas excessive informal control does 
not solve social problems sufficiently. The proper governance requires the 
simultaneous functioning of legal institutions and social values.

Both formal and informal social control remain essential in 
contemporary society. While informal mechanisms encourage people to 
behave ethically and develop self-discipline, formal ones ensure justice, 
protect rights and maintain public order.

4.4.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Social control uses both formal and informal means. Informal social 
control uses customs, traditions, religion, moral values, family, education 
and public opinion as its bases. It encourages voluntary conformity and 
develops self-discipline among people. Formal social control, in turn, 
uses laws, police, courts, government and other officially authorized 
institutions. It ensures people’s compliance with legal rules and protects 
the rights and interests of society.

Although they differ in methods of operations, formal and informal 
means of social control complement each other. Informal control affects 
people’s behaviour with the help of moral values and social approval, while 
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formal control works on the basis of legal authority and punishment. In 
modern society, both mechanisms are necessary to maintain social order, 
promote justice, protect individual rights and smooth functioning of 
democratic institutions.

4.4.8 � Keywords

Law, Police, Courts, Customs, Traditions, Morality, Public Opinion 

4.4.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define formal and informal social control.

2.	 Cite the major informal methods of social control.

3.	 Define the formal methods of social control in the modern society.

4.	 Distinguish between formal and informal methods of social control 
giving appropriate examples.

5.	 Evaluate the significance of formal and informal social control for 
maintaining social order in the modern society.
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Lesson 4.5 - Interrelationship Between Socialisation and Social 
Control

Structure

4.5.1 	 Objectives

4.5.2 	 Introduction

4.5.3 	 Socialisation and Social Control in the Family

4.5.4 	� Institutional Intersections: School, Religion, Peer Groups and 
Media

4.5.5 	 The State and Workplace

4.5.6 	� Contemporary Interrelationship between Socialisation and 
Social Control

4.5.7 	 Let Us Sum Up

4.5.8 	 Keywords

4.5.9 	 Self-Assessment Questions

4.5.1 � Objectives

On completion of this lesson, you would be able to:

 	 ➢ Explain the roles played by different agencies in socialisation and 
social control.

 	 ➢ Analyze the regulation of human behaviour by different institutions.

 	 ➢ Understand the inter-relation between socialisation and social 
control.

 	 ➢ Appreciate the significance of these agencies in contemporary 
society.

4.5.2 � Introduction

Socialisation and social control are inter-related processes that help in 
maintaining the ordered functioning of society. While socialisation helps 
in imparting values, norms, customs, and behavioural patterns to the 
individuals, social control is concerned with enforcing these behavioural 
standards in actual practice. These social institutions play both these 
roles at the same time by guiding the individuals and regulating their 
behaviour.
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Family, school, religion, peer groups, media, workplace, and the state 
are some of the social institutions that guide the individuals in different 
ways. They help in transmitting the values of culture, making people 
responsible and cooperative and maintaining social order. In the modern 
society, these agencies have become more significant because of the fast 
pace of technological and global changes in the society.

4.5.3 � Socialisation and Social Control in the Family

Family can be considered as one of the earliest and strongest agencies 
of both socialisation and social control. The child acquires language, 
customs, traditions, values, beliefs, manners, and behavioural patterns 
from his family members. Family members provide love, guidance, 
discipline, and protection to the individuals, which helps in building the 
personality of the person.

As an agency of socialisation, the family initiates children into 
the culture of the society and prepares them for effective interaction 
with others. Family teaches honesty, cooperation, respect for elders, 
responsibility and empathy to the individuals through interaction and 
observation.

As an agency of social control, the family establishes behavioural 
patterns by setting certain rules and norms of conduct. The parents direct 
the child in proper direction by providing advice, appreciations, criticisms 
and punishment to him/her. In this way, the family instills self-control 
and moral sense in the individuals. The influence of the family lasts for 
lifetime. Even as adults, family values govern their perceive on education, 
marriage, work and community life.

4.5.4 � Institutional Intersections: School, Religion, Peer Groups and 
Media

School

Schools are important agencies of both socialisation and social control. 
Schools provide formal education but at the same time, they impart 
discipline, punctuality, cooperation, leadership and obedience to the 
rules. Teachers act as role models for students. They help the individuals 
to develop their civic consciousness, ethical values and social skills. The 
rules, codes of conduct, examinations, and disciplinary measures taken 
by schools act as social control mechanisms that help in regulating the 
behaviour of the individuals.
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Table 4.5.1  Major Agencies and Their Roles in Socialisation and Social 
Control

Agency Role in Socialisation Role in Social Control

Family
Develops language, identity, 
values, emotional bonds, 
and patterns of behaviour.

Encourages discipline, moral 
conduct, self-control, and 
adherence to family norms.

School

Provides formal education, 
social skills, civic knowledge, 
and preparation for social 
roles.

Regulates behaviour through 
rules, examinations, codes 
of conduct, and disciplinary 
procedures.

Religion
Transmits ethical values, 
beliefs, traditions, rituals, 
and ideals of compassion.

Encourages moral self-
discipline, accountability, 
and conformity to shared 
teachings.

Peer Group

Develops communication, 
cooperation, teamwork, 
identity, and independent 
thinking.

Regulates behaviour 
through approval, criticism, 
acceptance, and exclusion.

Media and 
D i g i t a l 
Media

Disseminate information, 
knowledge, cultural values, 
lifestyles, and public 
awareness.

Shape public opinion and 
promote awareness of laws, 
health, environmental 
protection, and social 
responsibilities.

State
Promotes civic knowledge, 
constitutional values, 
equality, and human rights.

Enforces laws through 
legislatures, police, courts, 
prisons, and regulatory 
bodies.

Workplace

Develops professional 
knowledge, technical skills, 
organisational values, and 
ethical standards.

Regulates conduct through 
service rules, codes of 
conduct, performance 
assessment, and disciplinary 
procedures.

Religion

Religion acts as an important agency of socialisation through its 
emphasis on moral values, compassion, honesty, tolerance and service 
to humanity. Religious institutions preserve the cultural traditions and 
encourage ethical behaviour through rituals, worship and festivals. Religion 
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serves as an agency of social control by discouraging antisocial behaviour 
through the emphasis on moral sense, self-discipline and accountability. 
The teachings of religion often help in motivating the individuals to 
control their behaviour without the use of any outside force.

Peer Group

Peer groups help in developing the personality of the individuals 
by encouraging interaction, cooperation, teamwork and independent 
thinking. Friends become an important source of social learning for the 
individuals during the adolescent stage of life.

Peer groups also regulate the behaviour of the individuals through the 
process of approval, criticism and group expectation. People change their 
behaviour so as to get accepted in the group.

Media

Traditional and electronic media have become very important agencies 
of socialisation through dissemination of information, knowledge, 
cultural values and public awareness. Media influences public opinion, 
lifestyle and social attitudes. Media also serves as an important social 
control mechanism by providing information about the laws, social 
responsibilities, health campaigns, environment protection and national 
development. Investigations and public discourses in the media help in 
achieving this objective.

4.5.5 � The State and Workplace

State

State is one of the most important formal agencies of socialisation and 
social control. It helps in maintaining social welfare, rights of the citizens 
and social order through its agencies and policies. Government agencies 
try to influence the attitudes and behaviours of the individuals through 
education, legislation, public administration and welfare programs.

The state functions as an agency of socialisation by trying to promote 
the ideals of democracy, constitutional principles, national integration, 
secularism, equality and human rights. Through education policies, public 
awareness programs, national celebrations and civic activities, citizens are 
taught their rights, duties and responsibilities.

State acts as an agency of social control through laws. Legislative 
assembly, police, courts, prison system and other regulatory agencies of the 
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state enforce the laws. Laws related to education, environment, consumer, 
cybercrimes, public health and traffic regulate the behaviour and protect 
the welfare of the society. The democratic state tries to strike a balance 
between individual liberty and collective welfare through justice, equality 
and rule of law.

Workplace

Modern societies have become industrial and service-based societies. 
The workplace has become a very important agency of socialisation 
and social control. Individual spends a large portion of his/her life in 
workplaces where he/she learns professional knowledge, organizational 
values, technical skills and ethical standards. The workplace is also an 
agency of social control by means of its rules of organization, service 
regulation, code of conduct, system of assessment of performance, and 
disciplinary procedure.

At present times, organizations emphasize also workplace ethics, gender 
equality, diversity, occupational safety, and environmental responsibility, 
thus fostering responsible professionals and ethical organizations.

4.5.6 � Contemporary Interrelationship between Socialisation and 
Social Control

The importance of the agencies of socialisation and social control 
has risen greatly in the twenty-first century owing to globalization, 
modernization, urbanization, and rapid social change. The people living 
in the twenty-first century are surrounded by a variety of cultures and 
rapidly changing social environment. Thus, the agencies under discussion 
play the important role of adaptation to the changing conditions and 
preservation of the social stability.

The family still serves as the source of emotional support and moral 
upbringing despite the changes in the structure of families and lifestyle. 
The educational institutions are becoming more versatile with the 
promotion of digital literacy, life skills, critical thinking and value-based 
education. The religious organizations continue to foster ethical behavior 
and civic engagement, while the peers shape the identity of individuals 
and interpersonal relations.

The digital media have become one of the most important agencies 
of socialisation and social control. Such phenomena as social networks, 
e-learning, and digital communication have changed the ways of learning, 
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communicating and participating in social processes. Meanwhile, 
governments and regulatory institutions introduce the laws and policies in 
regard to such issues as cyber-crime, fake news, online fraud, hate speech, 
and data protection.

The COVID-19 pandemic became the evidence of the importance 
of the agencies under discussion in terms of reaction to social problems. 
The families gave emotional support to the people, the schools switched 
to online teaching, the government took measures on public health, 
workplaces introduced remote work, and media spread health information 
and public messages.

In democratic societies, socialisation and social control cannot 
be effective without coordination of the efforts of the family, school, 
community, media, workplace, and the state. All these agencies support 
each other in fostering responsible citizenship, protection of individual 
rights, ethical behaviour, and social harmony.

With the assistance of these agencies, the people gain knowledge, 
values, attitudes and behaviour required for responsible participation in 
the society. At the same time, these agencies help in the maintenance of 
social stability through conformity to the norms and adaptation to the 
changing social environment.

4.5.7 � Let Us Sum Up

Socialisation and social control are complementary processes aimed 
at the orderly operation of the society. The various agencies, such as the 
family, school, religion, peer group, media, workplace, and the state help 
people to adopt the cultural values, develop responsible behaviour and 
conform to the social norms.

The family gives the basis for the personality development and moral 
upbringing, the schools give formal education and discipline. Religion 
fosters ethical values, the peers encourage cooperation and identity 
formation, media form public opinion, workplace develops professional 
ethics, and the state provides law and order with the help of the legal and 
administrative institutions.

In contemporary society, these agencies continue to remain very 
important despite rapid technological and social changes. The coordinated 
operation of these agencies leads to personality development, responsible 
citizenship, social integration, and the maintenance of social order, and 
ensures the stability and development of the society.
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4.5.8 � Keywords

Social Control, Family, School, Religion, Peer Group, State

4.5.9 � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Describe the role of the family as the agency of socialisation and 
social control. 

2.	 Discuss the contribution of schools, religion, peer groups, and 
media into socialisation and social control.

3.	 Consider the role of the state and workplace in social order 
maintenance.

4.	 Analyze the connection between socialisation and social control.

5.	 Evaluate the importance of the agencies of socialisation and social 
control in contemporary society.

References

1.	 Bottomore, T. B. (2001). Sociology: A Guide to Problems and 
Literature. Blackie & Son. 

2.	 Giddens, A. (2021). Sociology (9th ed.). Polity Press. 

3.	 Green, A. W. (1968). Sociology: An Analysis of Life in Modern Society. 
McGraw-Hill. 

4.	 Haralambos, M., Holborn, M., & Heald, R. (2013). Sociology: 
Themes and Perspectives (8th ed.). Collins. 

5.	 Horton, P. B., & Hunt, C. L. (1984). Sociology. McGraw-Hill. 

6.	 Inkeles, A. (1987). What Is Sociology? Prentice Hall. 

7.	 Ogburn, W. F., & Nimkoff, M. F. (1979). A Handbook of Sociology. 
Eurasia Publishing House. 

8.	 Park, R. E., & Burgess, E. W. (1921). Introduction to the Science of 
Sociology. University of Chicago Press. 

9.	 Turner, J. H. (2013). Theoretical Principles of Sociology. Springer.

10.	 MacIver, R. M., & Page, C. H. (2009). Society: An Introductory 
Analysis. Macmillan India.



196



Notes

197

UNIT – V

Social Change

Introduction

A society is dynamic, not static. Every society goes through constant 
change in its social structure, institutions, culture, values, norms, and 
pattern of social interaction. Such change can take place gradually or 
rapidly depending upon technological innovations, political developments, 
economic reforms, environmental changes or social movements. Study of 
social change allows sociologists to understand how societies transform, 
adapt to changing conditions and respond to new challenges. As social 
change affects every aspect of social life, it is central to sociological inquiry.

This unit introduces students to the concept, characteristics, 
dimensions, and pattern of social change. This unit analyzes the theories 
of social change. It examines the factors and processes of social change. 
In addition, it discusses development, modernization, and globalization 
as well as their impacts on contemporary society. Finally, it discusses 
emerging challenges in contemporary society like social inequality, digital 
transformation, and environmental sustainability.

Objectives 

After studying this unit, you will be able to:
 	 ➢ Define the concept and characteristics of social change.
 	 ➢ Elucidate the theories of social change.
 	 ➢ Examine the factors and processes of social change.
 	 ➢ Discuss the impact of development, modernization, and 

globalization on society.
 	 ➢ Analyze contemporary issues and emerging trends of social change.

Unit Structure

Lesson 5.1 Concept and Nature of Social Change
Lesson 5.2 Theories of Social Change
Lesson 5.3 Factors and Processes of Social Change
Lesson 5.4 Development, Modernization and Globalization
Lesson 5.5 Emerging Challenges and Future Directions of Social Change
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Lesson 5.1 - Concept and Nature of Social Change

Structure

5.1.1 	 Objectives

5.1.2 	 Introduction

5.1.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Social Change

5.1.4 	 Characteristics of Social Change

5.1.5 	 Dimensions of Social Change

5.1.6 	 Patterns of Social Change

5.1.7 	 Importance of Studying Social Change

5.1.8 	 Let Us Sum Up

5.1.9 	 Keywords

5.1.10 	 Self-Assessment Questions

5.1.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ Explain the concept of social change.

 	 ➢ Distinguish social change from related concepts such as growth, 
development, progress, and evolution.

 	 ➢ Describe the major characteristics and dimensions of social change.

 	 ➢ Identify the different patterns through which social change takes 
place.

 	 ➢ Explain the significance of studying social change in contemporary 
society.

5.1.2 � Introduction

A society is dynamic, not static. Every society goes through constant 
change in its social structure, institutions, culture, values, norms, and 
pattern of social interaction. Such change can take place gradually or 
rapidly depending upon technological innovations, political developments, 
economic reforms, environmental changes or social movements. Study of 
social change allows sociologists to understand how societies transform, 
adapt to changing conditions and respond to new challenges. As social 
change affects every aspect of social life, it is central to sociological inquiry.
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This unit introduces you to the concept, characteristics, dimensions, 
and pattern of social change. This unit analyzes the theories of social 
change. It examines the factors and processes of social change. In addition, 
it discusses development, modernization, and globalization as well as their 
impacts on contemporary society. Finally, it discusses emerging challenges 
in contemporary society like social inequality, digital transformation, and 
environmental sustainability.

5.1.3 � Concept and Meaning of Social Change

By social change is meant a marked change in the structure, 
organization, functions, relations, norms, values or cultural pattern of 
society over time. Social change includes changes in the structure and 
functioning of social institutions such as the family, education, economy, 
religion and politics as well as changes in patterns of social interaction 
and collective behavior. Social change can be gradual or rapid, planned 
or unplanned, and it can affect society at the local, national or global 
level.

Social change must be distinguished from individual changes in 
attitude or behavior. For instance, when an individual changes his 
profession, he undergoes personal change. But when there is a change in 
the economic system of a country which shifts from agricultural economy 
to industrial economy, it is a case of social change because it affects 
employment pattern, educational need, migration and social relationship 
of individuals.

Social change is a broad concept which includes both structural and 
cultural changes. The structural change is associated with change in the 
structure and functioning of social institutions whereas cultural change 
is concerned with change in belief, values, custom, tradition, knowledge, 
lifestyle and so on. Being interrelated with each other, the change in one 
leads to the change in the other.

Several sociologists have given different definitions of social change 
from their own perspectives.

According to MacIver and Page, social change involves change in 
social relations since the scope of study of sociology is social relations and 
therefore any change in these relations is social change.

For Kingsley Davis, social change involves changes in the structure 
and functions of society. Changes in the organization of social institutions 
are signs of social transformation.
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H. M. Johnson has viewed social change as structural change in society. 
He gives importance to changes in institutions, social roles, norms and 
organizations rather than changes made by individuals.

According to Anthony Giddens, social change involves change in the 
institutions and structures due to interaction among economic, political, 
technological and cultural forces. Societies are very much inter-related 
and the changes occurring in one sphere affect many others.

Though all these definitions vary in terms of their emphases, there are 
some common features which run through all of them. All of them agree 
that social change is a collective change rather than individual change; 
social change affects the structure and functioning of society and change 
takes place over time through various processes of interaction.

Social Change and Related Concepts

Social change in sociology is often mistaken for growth, development, 
progress and evolution although they are not synonymous with each other.

By growth is meant quantitative change, i.e. increase in size or number. 
Increase in population, literacy rate or educational institutions is an 
illustration of growth. Growth involves expansion but it may not mean 
improvement.

Development implies qualitative improvement in social, economic or 
human well-being. It implies increased capacity, higher standards of living, 
more opportunities, etc. Thus, development includes both quantitative 
and qualitative changes.

Progress implies movement towards a socially desirable or worthy 
condition. Progress is a normative concept since what is progress 
is dependent on the values and aspirations of society. For example, 
industrialization is progress for some while others consider it detrimental 
to environment.

Evolution refers a slow and continuous transformation from relatively 
simple forms into more complicated forms. The evolutionary theories 
assume continuity and increasing differentiation of social system over 
time.

Social change is a neutral value concept. It is only change in social 
structures and relations without any assumption about whether the change 
is good or bad. In fact, a particular change may improve the condition of 
some group while at the same time it causes problems to others. Thus, 
sociologists study social change objectively.
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Social Change in India: The Digital Revolution

The widespread adoption of digital technologies in India provides 
an illustration of social change. In the early 1990s, communication 
was mainly made through postal facilities, landline telephones, print 
media, and personal contact. In today’s times, smartphones, internet 
services, social media, digital banking, online education, telemedicine, 
and electronic governance have revolutionized people’s lives. Such 
developments have not only affected methods of communication but have 
also affected employment patterns, modes of education, business, politics, 
and provision of public services. Besides, they have raised fresh issues 
concerning privacy, cybercrimes, fake news, and digital inequality. Thus, 
technology has brought about substantial structural and cultural changes 
in society.

Social Change as a Continuous Process

Social change must be seen not as a once-in-a-lifetime event, but as a 
process. Each society adjusts itself all the time to changing circumstances 
arising from technological innovations, demographic changes, economic 
developments, political reforms, cultural interactions, and changes in the 
environment. While some of these transformations happen gradually over 
a number of generations and pass unnoticed, others take place very rapidly 
in a short span of time and fundamentally transform social life.

Besides, various parts of society transform at different paces. 
Technological innovations are adopted far more rapidly than legal 
framework, educational curriculums, and cultural values. This mismatch 
in the pace of change may sometimes lead to imbalances within society 
that would require institutions to adjust themselves to changing conditions 
gradually. An understanding of what social change and implies thus 
provides the basis for analyzing the features of social change, which is 
discussed in the next section.

5.1.4 � Features of Social Change

Social change is a complex and dynamic process that influences 
the structure and functioning of society. While there exist variations in 
the forms and pace of social change among societies, sociologists have 
identified several features of social change that make it distinct from other 
kinds of change. These features provide explanation of why society keeps 
on evolving and why social change always creates new opportunities as 
well as challenges.
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Universal

Social change is a universal phenomenon. All societies, whether 
primitive or advanced, traditional or modern, undergo social change. 
Society cannot remain absolutely static because human needs, aspirations, 
technologies, and interactions keep on changing. There might be 
differences in the nature and speed of change but it occurs in all societies.

For instance, the tribal communities have gone through social change 
because of education, market integration, and welfare schemes of the 
government, whereas the industrial societies undergo social change 
through technology and globalization. In this way, social change is a 
universal phenomenon of all human societies.

Continuous

Social change is a continuous process rather than an occasional event. 
Society keeps on adjusting to changes taking place within itself or from 
outside, resulting in social transformation. Some changes may take place 
gradually over a long span of time while others take place rapidly in a 
short span.

The gradual rise in the literacy rate, changing family structures, and 
growing participation of women in higher education are illustrations of 
the continuous social change. In the same way, technological inventions 
like smartphones and artificial intelligence have speeded up social change 
in the recent decades.

Dynamic

Society is a dynamic system made up of institutions and relations. This 
involves that the change in any institution or relationship will have impact 
on many other institutions and relationships in society.

For example, the growth in higher education has resulted not only in 
increasing literacy, but also in transforming employment opportunities, 
delaying age of marriage, growing participation of women in employment, 
and change in decision making of the family members. This shows that 
social change is multi-dimensional and inter-connected.

Uneven

Social change does not take place uniformly in all parts of society. 
It takes place at varying paces in different regions, communities, 
and institutions of society depending on their economic conditions, 
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educational opportunities, geographic location, cultural traditions, and 
political conditions.

The urban areas adopt technological innovations faster than the rural 
areas. The same is true in the case of economic classes who have economic 
privilege to benefit from the educational and technological changes before 
the marginal communities. Thus, social change reduces some inequalities 
and at the same time creates some new inequalities.

Variable in Speed

The speed of social change varies among societies and even 
among different sectors within the same society. Some social changes 
are evolutionary and occur over hundreds of years while others are 
revolutionary and occur in a few years.

While technological innovations happen very fast, changes in the 
social values, legal systems, and public policies come slowly. For example, 
the digital payment systems were adopted by people very fast while laws 
related to digital privacy and cyber security are being developed slowly.

Planned and Unplanned

Some social changes are the results of conscious efforts while others 
occur unexpectedly.

Planned social change is initiated through conscious efforts made by 
governments, institutions, or communities to achieve some particular aims. 
Educational reforms, health programs, land reforms, and environmental 
conservation programs are examples of planned social change.

On the other hand, the unplanned social change is brought about by 
unexpected events such as natural disasters, pandemics, technological 
inventions, economic crisis, or wars. Such events compel societies to 
adapt themselves rapidly to new conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic 
is an illustration of unplanned social change. It brought about changes 
in education, healthcare, employment, and social interaction all over the 
world in a short span of time.

Multidimensional

Social change affects many dimensions of society at once. It includes 
changes in economic systems, political institutions, cultural practices, 
technological development, demographic patterns, and environmental 
conditions. For example, industrialization changed the methods of 
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production, employment pattern, family structure, urbanization, 
education, and social stratification. Social change never happens in just 
one area of social life.

Value Neutral

Social change is a value neutral concept. Sociology analyzes the 
changes taking place in society without assuming that they are either 
good or bad. Whether any change is desirable or undesirable depends on 
cultural values, historical conditions, and perspectives of social groups.

For example, globalization has increased international trade, 
communication, and access to knowledge. However, it has led to cultural 
homogenization, widening of economic inequalities, and environmental 
pollution. Thus, social change must be analyzed objectively.

Interrelated

Different kinds of social changes are inter-related. The economic 
changes affect political institutions, technological developments influence 
cultural practices, demographic changes affect educational needs, and 
environmental changes influence migration pattern.

For example, the increasing urbanization increases the need for 
housing, transport, healthcare, education, sanitation, and public utilities. 
Thus, a single demographic change affects many social institutions 
simultaneously.

Table 5.1.1  Characteristics of Social Change

Characteristic Description Example

Universal Occurs in every society
Urbanization across 
countries

Continuous Ongoing process
Gradual improvement in 
literacy

Dynamic
One change influences 
others

Technology affecting 
education and employment

Uneven
Different groups 
experience change 
differently

Digital divide between 
rural and urban areas

Variable in Speed
Some changes are rapid, 
others gradual

Artificial intelligence 
versus legal reforms
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Planned and 
Unplanned

May be intentional or 
unexpected

Educational reforms; 
COVID-19 pandemic

Multidimensional
Affects several aspects of 
society

Industrialization changing 
economy and family

Value Neutral
Neither inherently good 
nor bad

Globalization producing 
opportunities and 
inequalities

Interrelated
Changes in one 
institution affect others

Migration influencing 
housing and employment

Generates Stability 
and Conflict

Produces adaptation and 
resistance

Social reform movements

Generates Both Stability and Conflict

While social change results in improvement in social conditions and 
new opportunities, social change could bring about conflict, uncertainty, 
and even resistances. Groups and individuals who benefit from the 
present social arrangement may resist changes, while disadvantaged 
groups may advocate changes. Social movements that aim at gender 
equality, environmental protection, or social justice are examples that 
show how social changes are always processes of negotiations. Thus, social 
transformations tend to be accompanied with adaptations and conflicts.

Activity 

Carefully observe the neighborhood or village you reside in for the 
last ten years. List at least five changes that have taken place in terms 
of education, occupation, family arrangement, technology, transport, 
communication etc. Categorize each of these changes as being planned or 
unplanned and their consequences as either positive or negative or both.

5.1.5 � Dimensions of Social Change

Social change is a multi-dimensional process where different aspects of 
society change. While changes are initiated in one sphere, they are bound 
to affect others since social institutions are interrelated. Some common 
dimensions of social change are listed by sociologists as follows.

Structural Dimension

Change that takes place in the organization of society and in major 
social institutions such as family, education, economy, religion, politics, 
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and social interactions. It may also include change in social roles and 
status relationship. From joint family arrangement to nuclear family 
arrangement in urban areas in the present times represents social change 
in the structural dimension.

Cultural Dimension

Changes in value system, belief, norms, traditions, languages and 
lifestyle. These changes take place through education, media, globalization, 
migration and interactions with different cultures. The increasing 
acceptance of girls’ education, changed attitude towards marriage and 
increased concern for environmental conservation are examples of cultural 
change.

Economic Dimension

Transformations that take place in production systems, employment 
patterns, income distribution, industrial organization, market system, and 
technology. Transition of India from an agrarian economy to a manufacturing 
and service sector-oriented economy is a good example of social change 
in the economic dimension. The rise of digital economy has created new 
occupation, while some old occupations have lost their relevance.

Political Dimension

Change that takes place in the governance structure, democratic 
institutions, law, policy, and political participation. Decentralization of 
power through the Panchayati Raj System, greater participation in election, 
expansion of digital governance, and greater representation of women in 
local self-governance institutions are some of the examples of political 
change.

Technological Dimension

Innovation of technologies in the area of communications, 
transportation, healthcare, agriculture and information technologies. 
Innovation of technologies brings about changes in social relationships 
and institutional functioning. The widespread use of smartphone, digital 
banking, artificial intelligence, and online education have revolutionized 
social life.

Demographic Dimension

Change in terms of population size, age structure, fertility, mortality, 
migration, and urbanization. Ageing of population, rising life expectancy, 
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rural to urban migration and lower fertility rate will affect labour market, 
health care system, education, housing, and family structures.

Environmental Dimension

Factors related to environment have started playing a very important 
role in the social change process in the present times. Environmental 
factors like climate change, natural disasters, pollution, biodiversity loss, 
and resource depletion are having impact on migration, livelihood, public 
health and development policies. Emphasis on renewable energy, sustainable 
agriculture, waste management and environmental conservation are some 
examples of social change related to environment in the present times.

5.1.6 � Patterns of Social Change

Social change is not a process of a single or uniform nature. Social 
change can be slow or rapid; planned or unplanned; and continuous or 
discontinuous. Sociologists have identified different patterns of social 
change in order to explain the way in which societies change over time. 
Some of the patterns are useful to understand direction, speed, and nature 
of social change process.

The major patterns of social change are as follows.

Evolutionary Change

Evolutionary change refers to gradual and continuous change over 
a long period of time. Evolutionary change occurs in such a way that 
societies develop progressively from a simpler stage to a more complex 
form through successive stages. Evolutionary change is usually peaceful 
and provides enough time to institutions to adjust themselves to the 
changed situation.

Classical sociologists such as Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, 
and Lewis Henry Morgan saw social development as an evolutionary 
process. They saw social evolution as a process in which societies become 
increasingly differentiated and specialized.

The transformation of traditional agricultural societies to industrial 
and post-industrial societies is an example of evolutionary change. This 
change has taken place in several centuries through gradual changes in 
technology, education, communications, and economic system.
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Characteristics

 	 ➢ Gradual and continuous.

 	 ➢ Long-term process.

 	 ➢ Cumulative in nature.

 	 ➢ Generally peaceful.

 	 ➢ Provides time for adjustment to new situations.

Example: Expansion of literacy and formal education in India after 
Independence has been a gradual process through continuous educational 
reforms, development of infrastructure and greater awareness among 
people.

Revolutionary Change

Revolutionary change refers to rapid and fundamental transformation 
of social, political or economic structures of societies. Unlike evolutionary 
change, revolutionary change is short term process and often involves 
conflict or social upheavals.

Revolutions usually happen when institutions do not respond to social 
inequities, political oppression, or economic crisis in societies. Revolutions 
usually lead to structural changes.

Examples of such revolutions are:

 	 ➢ the French Revolution (1789),

 	 ➢ the Russian Revolution (1917),

 	 ➢ the Chinese Revolution (1949).

Revolutions do not usually take place only in the political sphere but 
have great effect on the economic and cultural spheres as well.

Characteristics

 	 ➢ Rapid transformation.

 	 ➢ Fundamental restructuring.

 	 ➢ Often accompanied with conflict.

 	 ➢ Institutional change.

 	 ➢ Long-lasting consequences.

Reformative Change

Reformative change takes place through improvements in the existing 
social structure and not through a total replacement of institutions. 
Reforms seek to remove deficiencies without changing the basic structure 
of society.
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Governments, social reformers, voluntary organizations and social 
movements initiate reformative change.

Examples of reformative change are the following:

 	 ➢ abrogation of untouchability,

 	 ➢ expansion of women education,

 	 ➢ Right to Education Act,

 	 ➢ legislation on environmental protection,

 	 ➢ measures for digital governance.

Reformative change is a peaceful and democratic process since it 
takes place through legislation, policies, education and awareness and not 
through violent struggles.

Cyclical Change

Cyclical pattern implies that society undergoes phases of growth, 
stability, decay, and regeneration. In this case, social change is seen not 
in a line, but in the repeated cycle. According to sociologists like Oswald 
Spengler, Arnold Toynbee, and Pitirim Sorokin, civilizations arise, grow, 
and then start decaying until another civilization rises.

For instance, many ancient civilizations, such as those of Egypt, 
Greece, and Rome, have witnessed their stages of expansion followed by 
decay. The same is observed in economies when they undergo economic 
boom and depression cycles. Despite the continuing progress in terms of 
technology of modern societies, the cyclical theories point out that social 
institutions undergo a renewal at times.

Linear Change

Linear change refers to to change that proceeds in a particular 
direction. Unlike cyclical change which comes back to earlier phases, 
linear change goes on to newer phases. According to many modernization 
theorists, industrialization, democratization, advancements in science, and 
technology are examples of linear change. The continuous improvement 
of information technology is an example of linear change where the 
communication technologies go through phases of handwritten letters to 
telephone to computer to smart phone to artificial intelligence.

Planned and Unplanned Change

A different way of analyzing the pattern of social change involves its 
intentionality.
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Planned social change is one that occurs with a clear objective.

Examples include the following:

 	 ➢ rural development programs,

 	 ➢ public health programs,

 	 ➢ education reforms,

 	 ➢ poverty alleviation programs,

 	 ➢ environmental conservation programs.

Unplanned social change happens due to unforeseen situations like 
natural calamities, pandemics, economic crisis, war, or any technological 
breakthrough.

The coronavirus pandemic has caused a change in the way we work, 
study, interact socially, and get healthcare treatment without any planning.

Short-term and Long-term Change

Social changes may differ in terms of duration. Short-term changes 
take place within a short span of time and may cause temporary effects.

Some of the examples include:

 	 ➢ changes in fashion,

 	 ➢ fluctuations in consumer preferences,

 	 ➢ election campaign,

 	 ➢ public health emergency measures.

Long-term changes take place in decades or centuries and permanently 
transform the society. Some of the examples include:

 	 ➢ industrialization,

 	 ➢ urbanization,

 	 ➢ demographic transition,

 	 ➢ extension of higher education,

 	 ➢ digital revolution.

Long-term changes usually bring deeper structural changes than 
short-term changes.
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Table 5.1.2 Patterns of Social Change

Pattern Nature Speed Example

Evolutionary Gradual and cumulative Slow
Expansion of 
education

Revolutionary
Fundamental structural 
transformation

Rapid
French 
Revolution

Reformative
Improvement within 
existing system

Moderate
Social reform 
legislation

Cyclical
Repeating phases of 
growth and decline

Variable
Rise and decline 
of civilizations

Linear
Continuous movement 
in one direction

Gradual
Technological 
advancement

Planned Deliberately initiated
Depends 
on policy

Educational 
reforms

Unplanned
Unexpected and 
spontaneous

Sudden
COVID-19 
pandemic

Long-term
Permanent structural 
transformation

Slow Urbanization

Short-term Temporary adjustment Rapid
Changes in 
fashion trends

5.1.7 � Importance of Studying Social Change

The study of social change is one of the primary concerns of sociology 
as societies keep on changing. The study of social change makes it possible 
for the sociologists, policymakers, administrators, educators, and citizens 
to analyze the responses of the social institutions to the changed situations 
and their impacts on human beings. Also, it helps in explaining the causes 
of social problems and devising ways to promote sustainable and inclusive 
development. The importance of studying social change can be analyzed 
as follows.

Understanding Social Transformation

The study of social change helps us to understand the process of 
evolution of societies. It helps in understanding the change in family 
structures, education systems, political institutions, economic organization, 
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and cultural practices. With the help of such analysis, sociologists can find 
the long-term trends and patterns of social development.

Explaining Contemporary Social Problems

There are many contemporary social problems such as unemployment, 
poverty, migration, urbanization, digital inequality, environmental 
degradation, and population aging that are connected to the processes of 
social change. Sociological analysis helps in understanding the emergence 
of these social problems and their impacts on different segments of the 
society.

Assisting Policy Formulation

Governments require a proper understanding of the social change while 
formulating the public policies. The information about the demographic 
transition, technological advancements, educational requirements, health 
care demands, and employment patterns helps in formulating effective 
programs for national development and social welfare.

Promoting Social Justice

The study of social change helps in identifying inequalities arising 
from the class, caste, gender, ethnicity, disability, and regional factors. It 
helps in critically analyzing the discriminatory practices and promotes the 
efforts to promote equality, inclusiveness, and social justice through legal 
reforms, education, and awareness.

Facilitating Institutional Adaptation

The social institutions need to adapt themselves to the changing social 
conditions. The families, schools, religious organizations, business firms, 
and governments alter their structure and functioning according to the 
changes in technology, globalization, demographics, and cultural values. 
The study of social change helps in adapting effectively to these challenges.

Encouraging Sustainable Development

The present day societies face many environmental problems such as 
climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, and resource depletion. The 
study of social change encourages the adoption of sustainable lifestyles, 
responsible consumption, and environment-friendly development policies 
to balance economic growth and ecological conservation.
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Preparing Individuals for the Future

Rapid technological innovation and globalization call for the 
individuals to have continuous learning throughout their lives. The study 
of social change helps individuals to adapt to the changed labor market, 
communication system, educational opportunities, and patterns of social 
interaction.

Think About It

Can technological advancement alone solve social problems? Even 
though the progress in the field of science and technology has helped to 
improve the quality of healthcare, communication, and productivity, it has 
also given birth to many problems such as digital inequality, cybercrime, 
spread of misinformation, unemployment due to automation, and 
environmental degradation. Discuss this topic with the help of examples 
from your community.

5.1.8 � Let Us Sum Up

Social change involves significant change in the structure, organization, 
functions, and cultural patterns of society over time. Social change is a 
universal and continuous process that affects every aspect of the social 
life. Unlike growth, development, progress, or evolution, social change is a 
value-neutral term that includes both positive and negative changes.

The lesson discussed the main features of social change showing that it 
is universal, dynamic, multi-dimensional, uneven, continuous, and varied 
in speed. Social change may happen through planned interventions or in 
response to the unforeseen situations like technological advancement, 
natural disasters, and others. As society is an interdependent system, any 
change taking place in one institution affects many others.

Dimensions of social change include structural, cultural, economic, 
political, technological, demographic, and environmental changes. 
Likewise, social change may also take place following particular patterns. 
These patterns include evolutionary change, revolutionary change, 
reformative change, cyclical change, and linear change. Each one explains 
a particular way of social transformation.

Social change research is indispensable for the analysis of contemporary 
social issues, studying institutional change, social justice advocacy, and 
policy making. In addition, it allows individuals and societies to cope with 
the challenges and possibilities associated with social change.
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5.1.9 � Keywords

Social Structure, Cultural Change, Structural Change, Evolutionary 
Change, Cyclical Change, Linear Change   

5.1.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Define social change and discuss its concept and major 
characteristics. 

2.	 Distinguish between social change, growth, development, progress, 
and evolution with suitable examples. 

3.	 Explain the different dimensions of social change and discuss their 
interrelationship. 

4.	 Describe the various patterns of social change with appropriate 
illustrations. 

5.	 Critically examine the importance of studying social change in 
understanding contemporary society.
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Lesson 5.2 - Major Theories of Social Change

Structure

5.2.1 	 Objectives

5.2.2 	 Introduction

5.2.3 	 Evolutionary Theory of Social Change

5.2.4 	 Cyclical Theory of Social Change

5.2.5 	 Conflict Theory of Social Change

5.2.6 	 Theories of Social Change Based on Functional Perspective

5.2.7 	 Contemporary Perspectives on Social Change

5.2.8 	 Let Us Sum Up

5.2.9 	 Keywords

5.2.10 	 Self-Assessment Questions

5.2.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the major sociological theories of social change.

 	 ➢ compare the assumptions of evolutionary, cyclical, conflict, and 
functional theories.

 	 ➢ analyse the contributions of classical sociologists to the 
understanding of social change.

 	 ➢ examine contemporary perspectives on social change.

 	 ➢ evaluate the relevance of different theories in explaining social 
transformation in modern society.

5.2.2 � Introduction

Social change is one of the most important topics studied by sociologists 
since the birth of sociology. Despite the agreement among sociologists 
about the continual transformation of societies, there exists significant 
disagreement regarding the reasons for social change, process of change, 
and its direction. As a result, various theories of social change have been 
formulated. Every theory emphasizes some aspects of societies and offers 
its vision of the process of social change.
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While some sociologists saw social change as a gradual and 
progressive phenomenon, others viewed it as cyclical and conflict-ridden. 
Functionalist theorists underlined adaptability of institutions, whereas 
conflict theorists focused on inequality and struggle for power as the 
causes of social change. Moreover, in the last few decades, sociologists 
have created new perspectives to account for the impact of globalization, 
technology, development, and environment on social change.

This lesson provides an overview of some of the key sociological 
theories of social change. It explains their main ideas, important figures, 
strengths, weaknesses, and contemporary significance. An understanding 
of sociological theories of social change helps learners to appreciate their 
variety and apply them to the analysis of contemporary social issues.

5.2.3 � Evolutionary Theory of Social Change

Evolutionary theory is one of the oldest and most influential theories 
of social change. This theory assumes that societies evolve through time 
in a progressive fashion from simple societies to complex ones. According 
to this perspective, social change is cumulative, orderly, and progressive 
resulting in increasing differentiation and specialization in societies.

The roots of evolutionary thinking could be found among nineteenth 
century sociologists who were influenced by the developments in biology 
and the theory of evolution. Although different theorists proposed 
different stages of evolution, they all agreed about the phased development 
of societies.

Auguste Comte

Auguste Comte who is considered to be the founder of sociology 
explained social evolution by means of his well-known Law of Three 
Stages. Comte claimed that human intellect passes three stages.

The Theological Stage is marked by the belief that natural and social 
events are controlled by supernatural and divine powers. Religion is the 
predominant feature of societies at this stage.

The Metaphysical Stage marks the period of transition during which 
the dominance of religion is substituted by abstract philosophy. People 
start to look for rational answers but science has not been developed yet.

The Positive Stage represents the highest stage of human intellect 
development. Science, observations, facts and logic serve as the means 
of comprehending societies and resolving social problems. According to 
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Comte, human intellectual development finally results in social progress 
and social order.

Herbert Spencer

Herbert Spencer applied the laws of biological evolution to societies. 
He compares societies to living beings where institutions carry out special 
functions essential for the survival of the whole system. Herbert Spencer 
claims that societies evolve from simple and homogeneous ones to complex 
and heterogeneous societies with more specialization and division of labor.

He believes that social evolution is a natural process resulting from 
adaptation to changing environment. The complexity of societies leads to 
specialization of institutions such as family, economy, education, religion, 
and government.

Lewis Henry Morgan

Lewis Henry Morgan formulated an evolutionary theory which was 
based on technological and cultural evolution. He suggested that societies 
pass three stages of development as given below:

 	 ➢ Savagery

 	 ➢ Barbarism

 	 ➢ Civilization

Every stage differs in the level of technological and economic 
development and social organization. Even though the classification of 
Morgan has been criticized for being ethnocentric, it made a significant 
contribution to early sociological and anthropological discussions about 
social evolution.

Characteristics of Evolutionary Theory

Evolutionary theory has some distinctive characteristics.

 	 ➢ Social change is a gradual and continuous process.

 	 ➢ Society evolves from simple to complex forms.

 	 ➢ Development happens through definite stages.

 	 ➢ Specialization goes along with social progress.

 	 ➢ Progress in science and technology promotes development.

Evaluation

The evolutionary theory made a significant contribution to the 
systematic study of social change by emphasizing the process of long-
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term development and specialization. However, in the future, sociologists 
criticized this theory for the assumption that all societies pass the same 
path of development. In addition, this theory tends to consider Western 
industrial societies as the highest stage of evolution. Nevertheless, the 
evolutionary theory remains a helpful framework for understanding long-
term processes such as industrialization, urbanization, education, and 
technological development.

Table 5.2.1  Evolutionary Theory of Social Change

Sociologist Main Idea Contribution

Auguste 
Comte

Law of Three Stages
Intellectual development 
drives social progress

Herbert 
Spencer

Society evolves from simple to 
complex forms

Applied evolutionary 
principles to society

Lewis 
Henry 
Morgan

Stages of cultural evolution
Explained technological 
and cultural development

5.2.4 � Cyclical Theory of Social Change

Cyclical theory is another explanation of social change different from 
the evolutionary theory. Unlike evolutionary theorists who believe in the 
continuous development of societies from simple to complex ones, cyclical 
theorists propose that societies are like living beings that go through the 
cycles of growth, maturity, decay, and rebirth. According to this theory, 
history does not proceed in a straight line toward progress but consists of 
repeating cycles when civilizations arise, flourish, decline, and are replaced 
by other social orders.

The cyclical theory arose as a reaction to the optimistic approach to 
social development. Advocates of this theory claimed that no civilization 
remains dominant forever and that the periods of prosperity are followed 
by stagnation and decay. Several sociologists and historians have made a 
contribution to this perspective; among them Oswald Spengler, Arnold 
Toynbee, and Pitirim Sorokin should be mentioned especially.

Oswald Spengler

Oswald Spengler offered his vision in The Decline of the West. He 
proposed that societies are similar to living things as they are born, grow, 
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mature, age, and die. According to Spengler, every civilization has its own 
unique culture and life cycle, and no civilization can escape the process of 
aging.

He felt that Western civilization was in its period of decline because of 
the excessive materialism, political instability, and loss of cultural values. 
While Spengler’s perspective was considered quite pessimistic, it initiated 
a lot of discussions about the future of modern civilization.

Arnold Toynbee

The perspective of Arnold Toynbee is more moderate compared to 
that of Spengler. In his research of civilizations, Toynbee argued that 
civilizations develop in response to the challenges they face. If a civilization 
responds to social, political, economic, or environmental challenges, it 
develops and progresses, otherwise, it will start to decline. Toynbee saw 
the cycle of “challenge and response” as the driving forces behind the rise 
and decline of civilizations. The ability of successful leadership, creativity 
and co-operation allow societies to deal with the challenges and succeed, 
inability to do it leads to stagnation and decline.

Unlike Spengler, Toynbee did not believe in the inevitability of the 
decline. According to him, the societies have the possibility to recover if 
they manage to develop creative solutions to the new problems.

Pitirim Sorokin

Pitirim Sorokin saw social change mostly in terms of cultural change. 
Sorokin believed that societies move cyclically through different cultural 
systems and do not continue developing in a single direction. Pitirim 
Sorokin distinguished three major types of cultural systems:

 	 ➢ Ideational Culture puts great emphasis on the spiritual values, 
religion, morality, and supernatural beliefs. The material values are 
less important.

 	 ➢ Sensate Culture is focused on material welfare, science, technology, 
and sensory experience. It is dominated by economic progress.

 	 ➢ Idealistic Culture is a synthesis of spiritual and material values. It 
combines ethical principles and practical life.

Sorokin believed that societies continuously move from one cultural 
system to another. As soon as one cultural pattern exhausts itself, another 
one appears and thus creates the cycle of social change.
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Features of Cyclical Theory

The cyclical theory has a number of unique features.

 	 ➢ The social change takes place within recurrent cycles. 

 	 ➢ Each civilization experiences the periods of growing and declining. 

 	 ➢ The progress is not constant and permanent. 

 	 ➢ The cultural values play an important role in the process of social 
change. 

 	 ➢ The historical patterns repeat themselves.

Evaluation

The cyclical theory made an important contribution to the sociological 
thought since it drew attention to the instability of civilizations and 
recurrence of historical processes. It proves that no society stays prosperous 
forever and needs to constantly adjust to new situations.

Nevertheless, the theory is being criticized. It is argued that the 
history does not repeat itself and societies can draw lessons from their 
past experience. Besides, the modern achievements in the field of science 
and technologies allow many societies to overcome those problems that 
the previous civilizations were unable to cope with. The theory also 
does not give much explanation for the reasons of social change and 
tends to use the historical generalizations. Despite those drawbacks, the 
cyclical approach is still useful for the analysis of the rise and decline 
of civilizations, change of cultural values, economic swings and political 
transformation.

Table 5.2.2  Major Contributors to the Cyclical Theory

Sociologist Main Idea Contribution

Oswald 
Spengler

Civilizations pass through 
stages of birth, growth, 
decline, and death

Compared civilizations to 
living organisms

Arnold 
Toynbee

Civilizations develop 
through “challenge and 
response”

Explained rise and decline 
through societal responses 
to challenges

Pitirim 
Sorokin

Societies move between 
different cultural systems

Explained social change 
through cultural cycles
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The cyclical theory shows that the social change is not necessarily 
progressive or irreversible. Societies may go through the recurring cycles 
of growth, stagnation, decline, and rebirth depending on their adaptation 
to the changing internal and external conditions.

5.2.5 � Conflict Theory of Social Change

Conflict theory offers the completely different explanation of the 
social change. It contrasts sharply with the evolutional and functional 
theories that put emphasis on the order and gradual development. The 
conflict theory claims that the social change is generated by tensions, 
contradictions and conflicts of the competing social groups. According to 
this theory, the inequality in the distribution of wealth, power, and other 
resources generates conflicts that will eventually lead to the transformation 
of the society.

The conflict theory is closely connected with Karl Marx whose analysis 
of capitalism has become one of the most influential explanations of the 
social change in sociology.

Karl Marx

Karl Marx claimed that the history of all societies is the history of class 
struggles. Each society includes social groups with conflicting economic 
interests. In case of capitalist society, there are two major classes as given 
below:

 	 ➢ The Bourgeoisie that owns the means of production such as 
factories, industries and capital. 

 	 ➢ The Proletariat that owns only labour and works for the wages.

As Karl Marx believed, the bourgeoisie accumulates money by 
exploiting the labour of the working class. This economic inequality creates 
the class conflict that becomes the main motive of the social change.

Marx believed that there were internal contradictions in the capitalist 
society. As the exploitation increases, the working class gradually acquires the 
class consciousness and realizes its own interests uniting to struggle against 
the capitalists. Finally, the class conflict leads to revolution and creation of 
socialist society, after which comes the classless communist society.

Conflict as an Agent of Change

The conflict theory claims that the social change is not accidental 
but results from the struggles for the power, authority and resources. The 
conflicts may be held between as given below:
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 	 ➢ different economic classes,

 	 ➢ ethnic or racial groups,

 	 ➢ caste groups,

 	 ➢ political organizations,

 	 ➢ gender groups,

 	 ➢ nations.

Various social movements fighting for civil rights, rights of women, 
environmental protection and labour reforms show how the conflict can 
lead to social and legislative changes.

Neo-Marxist Perspectives

Further sociologists expanded the theory of Marx trying to explain 
modern forms of inequality. The neo-Marxists claimed that the conflict 
depends not only on the economic factors but also on political institutions, 
ideology, education, media and culture. All those institutions may help to 
maintain the inequality while, at the same time, serving as arenas of the 
resistance and transformation.

Features of Conflict Theory

There are several important features of the conflict theory.

 	 ➢ The inequality is the key cause of the change. 

 	 ➢ The conflict is a natural phenomenon in the society.

 	 ➢ The power and economic interests determine social institutions.

 	 ➢ The social change often happens through the struggle and resistance.

 	 ➢ Major structural transformations result from the conflict between 
the competing groups.

Evaluation

The conflict theory gives a deep insight into the role of the inequality, 
exploitation, and power in the formation of social transformation. The 
theory helps to explain many historical events such as labour movements, 
anti-colonial movements, civil rights movements, and movements for 
gender equality.

However, the theory is being criticized as it gives too much weight to 
the conflict and pays not enough attention to the cooperation, consensus 
and social stability. Not all social changes happen as a result of class conflict; 
some of them take place owing to democratic changes, innovations, 
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education and voluntary cooperation. Nevertheless, the conflict theory 
remains one of the most influential theories for the analysis of inequality, 
social movements and structural transformation in the modern society.

Table 5.2.3  Conflict Theory of Social Change

Aspect Explanation

Major Proponent Karl Marx

Basis of Change Class conflict and inequality

Main Social Groups Bourgeoisie and Proletariat

Cause of Conflict Unequal distribution of wealth and power

Outcome Revolutionary social transformation

5.2.6 � Theories of Social Change Based on Functional Perspective

The functional theory examines social change through the prism of 
social order, stability, and adaptation. As opposed to conflict theory which 
sees society as a place of struggle and competition, functional perspective 
considers society as a system whose elements are interconnected and help 
to achieve stability and social order. For functionalists, social change takes 
place due to transformation of one element of society and consequent 
change of others required to restore stability and ensure normal functioning 
of the whole social system.

Functionalists claim that society is always reacting to internal and 
external pressures. Technological innovations, demographic changes, 
economic and cultural changes might destroy social order and require 
some kind of adjustment to preserve stability.

Prominent functionalist sociologists such as Talcott Parsons made a 
major contribution to the understanding of social change.

Talcott Parsons

Talcott Parsons considered society as an interconnected system of 
institutions which work in order to preserve social order. He believed 
that every society tends to equilibrium but equilibrium is not eternal 
since every society faces the emergence of new situations. Social change is 
caused by change of structure and functions of institutions in accordance 
with social needs.
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He pointed out that change is usually gradual, adaptive and 
evolutionary rather than abrupt or revolutionary. Parsons maintained that 
societies become increasingly differentiated over time. With development 
of society, institutions which fulfilled various functions become more 
specialized. For example, in traditional societies family performs different 
functions such as education, economic production, religious teaching and 
socialization. In modern societies, those functions are shifted to specialized 
institutions – schools, industries, hospitals and welfare organizations. That 
is what makes society function more efficiently.

Moreover, Parsons claimed that societies have the capacity to adapt to 
the emerging conditions. The emergence of new technologies, scientific 
discoveries, economic reforms and demographic changes cause some 
challenges but social institutions react to them by means of innovations, 
legislation, education and organizational reforms.

Social Equilibrium

Another notion of the functional theory is social equilibrium. 
Equilibrium is the state of balance achieved when institutions perform 
their functions and help to establish social order. Any change in one of 
the institutions results in corresponding adjustment of other institutions 
in order to restore equilibrium. For example, rapid industrialization 
causes urban migration which leads to new demands concerning housing, 
education, health care, transportation and administration. Governments 
and other institutions make efforts to expand infrastructure and public 
services to ensure social stability. That is why social change is considered 
to be the process of adjustment rather than disruption.

Structural Differentiation

Functionalists regard structural differentiation to be one of the 
main processes of social change. The development of societies leads to 
specialization of institutions.

For example:

 	 ➢ educational institutions specialize in formal education;

 	 ➢ hospitals specialize in health care;

 	 ➢ banks specialize in financial services;

 	 ➢ industries specialize in production;

 	 ➢ government institutions specialize in administration.
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That helps to improve the efficiency of the system and its ability to 
respond to growing complexity.

Characteristics of Functional Theory

There are several main characteristics of the functional theory of 
social change.

 	 ➢ Society is an interconnected system of interdependent institutions.

 	 ➢ Social change is usually gradual and adaptive.

 	 ➢ Institutions adjust to ensure social equilibrium.

 	 ➢ Structural differentiation accompanies social development.

 	 ➢ Social stability and consensus are necessary for orderly social 
change.

Evaluation

The functional perspective gives a useful explanation of the mechanism 
by which societies remain stable while adapting to the changing conditions. 
It points out the importance of cooperation, consensus and adjustment 
of institutions for promotion of social change. The theory is especially 
useful for understanding gradual changes such as expansion of education, 
administrative reforms, urban planning and technological adaptation.

Still functional theory has been criticized for being too much focused 
on the issues of stability and consensus while paying little attention to 
the role of inequality, conflicts and power in social change. Critics state 
that there are many social transformations such as struggle for civil rights, 
gender equality and political freedom which can not be explained merely 
by adaptation and consensus. Nevertheless, despite those criticisms, 
functional theory remains one of the most influential perspectives for 
analysis of institutional development and social stability.

Table 5.2.4  Functional Theory of Social Change

Aspect Explanation

Major Proponent Talcott Parsons

Nature of Society Interdependent social system

Cause of Change Adaptation to changing conditions

Key Concept Social equilibrium
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Mechanism of Change
Structural differentiation and institutional 
adjustment

Outcome Stability through adaptation

The functional perspective proves that social change does not take 
place necessarily through conflicts and revolutions. Sometimes societies 
react to changing conditions through adaptation and reforms which 
preserve social order and accommodate new social reality.

5.2.7 � Contemporary Perspectives on Social Change

Due to rapid social transformation in the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries sociologists have developed new perspectives in order to explain 
social change. Classical theories continue to give valuable insights into 
social change but contemporary societies are increasingly affected by 
globalization, technological innovations, international economic relations, 
ecological problems and development of information and communication 
technologies. That is why contemporary sociological theories try to 
explain new aspects of social transformation. The important contemporary 
perspectives include modernization theory, dependency theory and world-
systems perspective.

5.2.7.1 � Modernization Theory

Modernization theory emerged in the middle of the twentieth century 
in order to explain the process of becoming modern in developing 
societies. According to this perspective, societies evolve by means of 
adopting scientific knowledge, industrial technology, democracy, 
modern education and advanced administration system. Modernization 
is the transformation of traditional social structures into modern 
industrial societies which are characterized by urbanization, literacy, 
technological innovations, economic growth and higher standard of 
living.

Supporters of modernization theory claim that education, 
industrialization, information and communication technologies, science 
and technology stimulate economic development and social progress. 
The development of digital technology, transport and education in many 
developing countries is an illustration of the process of modernization. 
Still modernization theory is criticized for the assumption that all societies 
should develop according to the model of western industrialized societies 
and for ignoring cultural and historical diversities.
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5.2.7.2 � Dependency Theory

Dependency theory appeared as a criticism of modernization theory. 
It claims that underdevelopment in many countries cannot be explained 
by the internal factors such as tradition or lack of technologies. On the 
contrary, it happens because of economic relations between developed and 
developing countries.

According to dependency theorists, developed countries benefit from 
the exploitation of resources, labor and markets of developing countries 
which keeps the countries dependent and hinders their autonomous 
development. The theory shows that global inequalities influence 
patterns of social and economic changes and that effective development 
presupposes reduction of dependence and improvement of domestic 
economic capacity.

5.2.7.3 � World-Systems Perspective

The world-systems perspective is based on Immanuel Wallerstein’s 
conception of the world as one integrated economic system where countries 
are connected due to global trade and production networks.

According to Wallerstein, countries can be divided into three types:

 	 ➢ Countries of the core that have highly developed industries and 
technologies. 

 	 ➢ Countries of the semi-periphery occupying the middle ground.

 	 ➢ Countries of the periphery providing raw materials and cheap labor.

The world-systems perspective allows explaining the impact of the 
global economic relationships on the formation of development patterns, 
inequalities, migration, industrialization, and social changes in various 
regions.

Relevance of Contemporary Perspectives

The modern perspectives prove that social change is conditioned 
not only by internal transformations but also by global economic, 
technological, political, and environmental processes. Such phenomena as 
digital transformation, international migration, climate change, artificial 
intelligence, and global pandemics prove that the contemporary societies 
become increasingly interconnected.

The perspectives are not meant to substitute but to complement the 
classical perspectives. Evolutionary theory covers the process of long-
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term development, the theory of conflict – inequality, the theory of 
functionality – institutions’ adjustment, and contemporary perspectives 
show the relevance of globalization and international interdependencies 
for social transformation.

Table 5.2.5  Contemporary Perspectives on Social Change

Perspective Main Idea Major Contributor

Modernization 
Theory

Development through 
industrialization, 
technology, education, and 
modernization

Walt W. Rostow and other 
modernization theorists

Dependency 
Theory

Underdevelopment results 
from unequal global 
economic relationships

Andre Gunder Frank

World-Systems 
Perspective

Global economy shapes 
patterns of development 
and inequality

Immanuel Wallerstein

The contemporary perspectives enhance our understanding of social 
change because they show us that the contemporary societies become 
increasingly affected by global forces. Together with classical theories, 
these perspectives create the basis for the analysis of social transformation.

5.2.8 � Let Us Sum Up

Theories of social change describe the process and reasons of social 
transformation. Every sociologist has suggested his or her explanation 
based on a different approach to society, people’s behavior, and history. 
There is no single theory that can explain all types of social change; 
however, every theory emphasizes certain aspects of the process of social 
transformation.

The evolutionist theory sees social change as a slow and progressive 
process. The cyclical theory sees social change as a repetitive process 
of growth and decay. Conflict theory interprets social change in terms 
of conflicts caused by inequality and power distribution. Finally, the 
functionalist theory perceives social change as a process of adaptation that 
is needed to achieve social equilibrium.

Modern theories such as modernization theory, dependency theory, 
and world systems perspective enlarge the concept of social change by 
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studying the effects of industrialization, globalization, and international 
economic relations.

5.2.9 � Keywords

Evolutionary Theory, Cyclical Theory, Conflict Theory, Functional 
Theory, Social Equilibrium, Dependency Theory, World-Systems 
Perspective

5.2.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the evolutionary theory of social change with reference to 
the contributions of Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, and Lewis 
Henry Morgan. 

2.	 Discuss the cyclical theory of social change. How do the views of 
Spengler, Toynbee, and Sorokin differ? 

3.	 Examine Karl Marx’s conflict theory of social change and evaluate 
its relevance in contemporary society. 

4.	 Explain Talcott Parsons’ functional theory of social change. How 
does it differ from the conflict perspective? 

5.	 Critically compare the classical and contemporary theories of social 
change, highlighting their strengths and limitations. 
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Lesson 5.3 - Factors and Processes of Social Change

Structure

5.3.1 	 Objectives
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5.3.7 	 Political and Legal Factors

5.3.8 	 Environmental Factors

5.3.9 	 Agents and Processes of Social Change

5.3.10 	 Let Us Sum Up

5.3.11 	 Keywords

5.3.12 	 Self-Assessment Questions

5.3.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the major factors responsible for social change.

 	 ➢ examine the role of technology, economy, population, culture, 
politics, and the environment in bringing about social change.

 	 ➢ analyse the role of various agents in the process of social 
transformation.

 	 ➢ evaluate the interrelationship between different factors influencing 
social change.

5.3.2 � Introduction

Social change is not a spontaneous process. Rather, it is caused by the 
complex interaction of different factors that constantly affect the human 
society. Some factors cause changes slowly and gradually, while others 
can cause rapid transformation within a fairly short period. Also, the 
significance of a certain factor can differ depending on the time period 
and level of development of a particular society.



Notes

231

No factor can explain all forms of social change. For instance, 
technological changes can transform economic activity and means of 
communication, while political changes can change the patterns of 
governing and social relations. Demographic changes affect the labor 
market, education, health care system, and family structure, while cultural 
changes affect values and lifestyle of people. Sociologists study social 
change as a multifaceted process caused by interaction of several factors.

In addition to these factors, social change is caused by several agencies 
such as education, social movements, media, civil society organizations, 
and science. Such agencies facilitate the diffusion of new ideas, innovations, 
and reforms that help to bring about social transformation. In this lesson, 
we will discuss the main factors of social change and also the agencies 
through which social change occurs in the society.

5.3.3 � Technological Factors

Technology is one of the most powerful factors of social change. The 
development of new technologies affects almost every sphere of human 
life including communication, transport, production, health care system, 
education, agriculture, and politics. The development of technology causes 
societies to adapt institutions, occupations, lifestyle, and interaction 
patterns to these new circumstances.

Industrial revolution serves as one of the best examples of the effect 
of technology on society. The invention of new machines changed 
production systems, brought the growth of cities, industries, and altered 
family and occupational structure. Similarly, the digital revolution changed 
communication, banking, education, commercial and administrative 
spheres thanks to the development of computers, smartphones, and the 
Internet.

Technology also changes social values and relations. Social media sites 
create new ways of communication and social interactions, while online 
education broadens education possibilities beyond the classroom. Medical 
technologies improve health care system and extend life expectancy 
and therefore affect demographics in societies. However, technological 
development poses several challenges.

Automation can reduce the number of employment opportunities in 
some sectors, while unequal access to digital technologies contributes 
to digital divide among different regions and social groups. Also, 
problems connected with cybercrime, privacy, artificial intelligence, and 
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disinformation became the important social issues recently. Therefore, 
technology becomes not only the catalyst of development but also the 
source of new social problems.

Table 5.3.1 Technological Factors and Social Change

Technological Development Social Impact

Industrial machinery Industrialization and urbanization

Internet and smartphones Digital communication and online services

Medical technology
Improved healthcare and increased life 
expectancy

Artificial intelligence Changes in employment and service delivery

Digital banking Financial inclusion and cashless transactions

5.3.4 � Economic Factors

Economic situation is one of the most important factors of social change. 
The changes in production, distribution, consumption, employment, 
industrialization, trading, and using resources not only affect the economy 
but also social institutions, cultural practices, and the way of human 
interactions. In history, there were major economic transformations that 
led to profound changes in society.

The transition from agrarian to industrial economy is one of the 
most important examples of economic change. Industrialization led to 
creation of new occupations, to massive migration of people from rural 
to urban area, expansion of markets, emergence of new social classes, and 
changed family structures, education system, and social mobility. Also, 
the development of services sector and digital economy created new 
employment opportunities and reduced the dependence on traditional 
occupations.

Economic development raises the living standards and increases 
income, educational opportunities, health care, and reduces poverty. 
Government implements different economic policies such as job creating 
programs, programs to alleviate poverty, infrastructure building, and 
development of industry to stimulate economic development.

The process of globalization increased the significance of economic 
factors in social change. International trade, foreign investments, 
multinational corporations, and technology transfer increased economic 
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interdependence of different countries. While globalization creates 
employment opportunities and expands consumer choice, it also causes 
income inequality, labor migration, and economic disparities among 
different regions.

Also, economic crisis can become the important agency of social 
change. Inflation, unemployment, economic instability, and economic 
recession force governments to make reforms in policies and encourages 
societies to find new economic solutions. Therefore, economic factors can 
become both the sources of opportunities for development and challenges 
requiring adaptation.

Table 5.3.2  Economic Factors and Social Change

Economic Factor Social Impact

Industrialization Urbanization and occupational diversification

Economic development Improved living standards and social welfare

Globalization Expansion of trade, employment, and migration

Digital economy New occupations and changing work culture

Economic recession Policy reforms and employment challenges

Economic changes affect almost every sphere of society. Transforming 
production systems, employment patterns, and raising the standard 
of living, it remains one of the most important determinants of social 
transformation.

5.3.5 � Demographic Factors

Demographic factors imply changes in the size, composition, and 
distribution of the population. Such phenomena as population growth, 
fertility, mortality, migration, urbanization, age structure, and life 
expectancy affect the social, economic, and political organization of the 
society. As human resources form the basis of any society, demographic 
factors play a significant role in the process of social development and 
change.

Rapid population growth implies increased needs for food supplies, 
accommodation, education, healthcare, employment, and public goods. 
Conversely, declining fertility rates and population ageing create other 
challenges such as labor force shortages and increased healthcare 
expenditures. For that reason, the government develops demographic 
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policies that maintain a balance between population growth and available 
resources.

Another important demographic factor affecting the process of 
social change is migration. It may be internal and inter-state and happen 
due to numerous reasons including employment, education, marriage, 
conflicts, and environmental conditions. Urban-rural migration has been 
greatly responsible for the development of cities and industries in many 
developing countries. Migrants contribute to social diversity and cultural 
exchange with new skills, practices, and ideas.

Urbanization, as another phenomenon linked with demographic 
changes, has changed patterns of living, working, family organization, 
and social relationships. Cities provide great opportunities for education 
and work but also face problems related to overcrowding, housing, traffic, 
pollution, and overburdening of the public infrastructure.

Age structure is another important demographic factor. An 
increased proportion of elderly people implies the need for developing 
healthcare and pension programs. In a similar way, a large proportion 
of youth increases the demands for education, skill development, and 
employment. Thus, demographic changes affect nearly all aspects 
of social life and play an important role in the process of social 
transformation.

Table 5.3.3  Demographic Factors and Social Change

Demographic Factor Social Impact

Population growth Greater demand for resources and services

Migration Cultural exchange and urbanization

Urbanization Changes in occupations, housing, and family life

Ageing population Increased healthcare and social security needs

Changing fertility rates Influence on education and labour force

These trends in demographics determine the pace and direction of 
social change. Understanding them allows governments and planners to 
develop policies promoting balanced and sustainable social development.
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5.3.6 � Cultural Factors

Culture is one more important factor causing social change. Values, 
beliefs, customs, traditions, knowledge, language, religion, and lifestyle 
are constantly evolving as societies interact with each other and respond 
to changing conditions. As culture shapes human behavior, changes in 
cultural patterns cause transformations in the social institutions and 
relations.

There are different ways through which cultural changes happen. 
They include education, innovation, diffusion, migration, globalization, 
and mass communication. Education promotes rational and scientific 
thinking and leads people to abandon outdated traditions and adopt new 
ideas. In addition, cultural interactions result in the exchange of customs, 
technologies, and knowledge, enriching social life.

Mass communication, along with technological innovations in the 
field of communication, has greatly sped up cultural changes. Thanks to 
television, cinema, press, Internet, and social media, people can easily get 
information from different corners of the world. Moreover, globalization 
leads to greater cultural exchanges despite the problem of preserving local 
traditions.

Social and religious movements have been greatly contributing to 
cultural changes. Social reformers criticize practices such as discrimination 
in castes, gender discrimination, child marriages, and untouchability 
and fight for equality, education, and social justice. Such changes slowly 
reshape people’s attitudes and values.

Thus, while cultural changes promote innovation and social progress, 
societies often try to preserve those traditions that make them socially 
unique. As a result, cultural change implies constant interaction of 
tradition and modernity rather than a complete replacement of the former 
by the latter.

Table 5.3.4  Cultural Factors and Social Change

Cultural Factor Social Impact

Education
Promotes scientific outlook and social 
awareness

Cultural diffusion Exchange of ideas and practices
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Mass media Influences lifestyles and public opinion

Globalization Greater cultural interaction and diversity

Social reform movements Promote equality and social justice

Culture provides not only continuity but also changes as well. While 
preserving traditions, providing identity to societies, it also makes societies 
adapt to changing social realities with the help of innovations.

5.3.7 � Political and Legal Factors

Political and legal institutions are also important in the process of 
social change. Governments develop policies, laws, welfare programs, 
and administrative systems that affect individual and community 
life. Political decisions often determine the distribution of resources, 
opportunities, rights, and responsibilities that shape the course of social 
transformation.

Introduction of laws is one of the major ways in which political 
institutions promote social changes. Laws in the field of education, labor 
welfare, environmental protection, gender equality, public health, and 
social justice eliminate discrimination and encourage social development. 
Provision of equality, freedom, and fundamental rights guarantees made in 
the constitutions greatly contribute to the reduction of social inequalities 
and promotion of democracy.

Policies also influence the process of social change as they improve 
people’s access to education, healthcare, housing, sanitation, and 
employment. Programs aimed at poverty alleviation, rural development, 
digital governance, and financial inclusion transform the socio-economic 
situation of millions of people. Similarly, decentralization through the local 
self-governments institutions promotes public participation in decision-
making and development of the community.

Movements have been great drivers of social change throughout history. 
Movements for national independence, civil rights, women’s empowerment, 
environmental protection, and social justice have challenged inequalities 
and pushed governments to implement reforms. Democratic participation 
in elections, debates, and civil society organizations also promotes peaceful 
social transformation.
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However, political instability, corruption, bad governance, and 
armed conflicts may prevent social progress by slowing down economic 
development, reducing trust in the government, and undermining social 
institutions. Therefore, good governance and the rule of law are crucial for 
implementing social change in a fair and sustainable manner.

Political and legal institutions provide a framework of the social 
evolution. By providing justice, equality, and democratic governance, 
they create favorable conditions for social development and institutional 
change.

Table 5.3.5  Political and Legal Factors and Social Change

Political and Legal Factor Social Impact

Constitutional reforms Protection of rights and equality

Social welfare policies Improvement in quality of life

Educational legislation
Expansion of literacy and educational 
opportunities

Democratic participation Greater public involvement in governance

Social reform laws
Reduction of discrimination and promotion 
of justice

5.3.8 � Environmental Factors

Environmental conditions have been playing increasingly important 
role in the understanding of social change. Human societies need natural 
resources such as land, water, forests, minerals, and biodiversity to survive 
and develop. Changes in the natural environment greatly influence the 
settlement pattern, economic activity, migration, health, and policy.

Natural disasters such as floods, droughts, earthquakes, cyclones, 
and tsunamis cause rapid social change through displacement of people, 
destruction of the infrastructure, and disruption of livelihood. People 
affected by these events experience changes in occupation, migration, 
housing, and social organization as they adapt to new conditions.

Climate change has become a very crucial environmental issue in the 
twenty-first century. The rise in temperature, changes in rainfall, rise in 
sea level, and other weather-related issues affect agriculture, food security, 
water, and health of the population. All these changes have encouraged 
governments and international organizations to adopt policies related to 
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sustainable development, renewable energy sources, disaster planning, 
and environmental conservation.

Another way in which environmental issues have led to social change 
is through environmental degradation due to pollution, deforestation, 
overexploitation of natural resources, and decline in biodiversity. Growing 
environmental awareness has created environmental movements that seek 
conservation of the environment and sustainable utilization of the natural 
resources.

Sustainable development is a very prominent concept in recent years. 
It ensures the satisfaction of the present needs without affecting the 
ability of future generations to satisfy their own needs. The concept of 
sustainable development ensures the proper use of natural resources while 
balancing economic growth, welfare of the society, and the protection of 
the environment.

Table 5.3.6  Environmental Factors and Social Change

Environmental Factor Social Impact

Climate change
Changes in agriculture, migration, and pub-
lic health

Natural disasters
Population displacement and livelihood 
changes

Environmental degrada-
tion

Increased awareness and conservation ef-
forts

Resource scarcity
Changes in production and consumption 
patterns

Sustainable development
Promotion of environmentally responsible 
practices

Environmental factors indicate that social change is directly related 
to the relationship between society and nature. As the environmental 
challenges get complex, sustainable development and environmental 
responsibility play important roles in influencing public policies and 
social behaviour.
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5.3.9 � Agents and Processes of Social Change

Though there are a number of factors that provide conducive 
conditions for social change, the change is generally facilitated by the 
presence of certain agents who help in introducing new ideas, influencing 
public opinion, and initiating institutional reforms. These agents serve 
as a channel through which the new ideas are conveyed, accepted, and 
introduced into society.

Education is one of the important agents of social change. Educational 
institutions promote scientific temper, rational thinking, and social 
awareness. They impart knowledge and skills to individuals that help in 
economic development, democratic participation, and social mobility. 
Education promotes toleration, equality, and respect for diversity which is 
an important step for social change.

Mass media plays a very important role in shaping the opinion of the 
masses and in providing them information. Newspapers, radio, television, 
and the digital media allow people to know about the happenings at the 
national and international levels, policies of the government, scientific 
discoveries, and social issues. Mass media campaigns have helped in 
making people aware about the issues related to health, environmental 
protection, gender equality, literacy, and civic responsibility.

Social movements are another important agency of social change. 
Organized collective effort made towards achieving some definite social 
objectives can bring about social change. Civil rights movement, women 
empowerment movements, environmental movements, consumer 
movements, and movements for social justice have brought about many 
changes in law, attitude, and public institutions.

Science and technology continue to produce innovations which help 
in transforming the methods of production, communication, healthcare, 
transportation, and education. Many times scientific discoveries create 
new opportunities for societies which require adaptation by the societies 
on the economic and social fronts.

Civil society organizations such as voluntary organizations, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), professional organizations, and 
community organizations are instrumental in bringing about social 
change in promoting education, healthcare, environmental protection, 
human rights, and community welfare. These organizations often assist 
the government in solving the local as well as national social problems.
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Lastly, globalization has accelerated social change through increased 
mobility of people, ideas, technology, capital, and culture across the 
national boundaries. Greater international interaction has encouraged 
innovation, economic cooperation, cultural interaction, and institutional 
reform along with posing challenges.

Table 5.3.7  Agents of Social Change

Agent Contribution to Social Change

Education Promotes knowledge, awareness, and social mobility

Mass media Disseminates information and shapes public opinion

Social movements Advocate reforms and social justice

Science and 
technology

Drive innovation and modernization

Civil society 
organizations

Promote community development and welfare

Globalization Facilitates exchange of ideas, technology, and culture

The factors and agents discussed above in this lesson seldom work 
individually. Technological innovation can lead to economic development, 
economic development can result in political reforms, education can 
lead to cultural change, and environmental challenges can initiate new 
policies and social movements. Social change can thus be viewed as 
a multidimensional process that results from the interaction of many 
interrelated forces leading to social change.

5.3.10  � Let Us Sum Up

Social change is influenced by a number of interconnected factors 
and not by any single factor. Technological innovation, economic 
development, demographic changes, cultural change, political reform, and 
environmental factors contribute towards the shaping of the structure and 
functioning of the society.

The lesson also emphasized the importance of education, mass media, 
social movements, science and technology, civil society organizations, and 
globalization as agencies of social change. These agencies help in spreading 
the new ideas and encouraging innovation and institutional reforms. 
Understanding the factors and agents of social change helps sociologists 
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to understand the complexity of social change and the way various forces 
interact to bring about social change in contemporary societies.

5.3.11  � Keywords

Technology, Demography, Environment, Social Movements, Mass 
Media 

5.3.12  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Discuss the major technological and economic factors responsible 
for social change. 

2.	 Explain the role of demographic, cultural, and environmental 
factors in social transformation. 

3.	 Examine the contribution of political and legal institutions to social 
change with suitable examples. 

4.	 Discuss the role of education, media, social movements, and civil 
society organizations as agents of social change. 

5.	 Critically analyse the interrelationship between different factors 
and processes of social change.
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Lesson 5.4 - Development, Modernization and Globalization

Structure

5.4.1 	 Objectives

5.4.2 	 Introduction

5.4.3 	 Concept and Meaning of Development

5.4.4 	 Modernization

5.4.5 	 Globalization

5.4.6 	 Impact of Globalization on Indian Society

5.4.7 	 Sustainable Development and Inclusive Growth

5.4.8 	 Let Us Sum Up

5.4.9 	 Keywords

5.4.10 	 Self-Assessment Questions

5.4.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the concept of development from a sociological perspective.

 	 ➢ describe the process and characteristics of modernization.

 	 ➢ examine the concept and features of globalization.

 	 ➢ analyse the impact of globalization on Indian society.

 	 ➢ evaluate the importance of sustainable development and inclusive 
growth in contemporary society.

5.4.2 � Introduction

Development, modernization, and globalization are among the most 
important processes shaping contemporary societies. They have transformed 
the economic system, political institutions, culture, communication 
networks, and patterns of social interaction in the world. These processes 
have accelerated social change by creating new opportunities for economic 
growth, technological progress, education, and international cooperation. 
At the same time, they have generated many new challenges such as social 
inequalities, environmental degradation, cultural homogenization, and 
unequal development.
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Though development, modernization, and globalization are interrelated 
phenomena, they are distinct sociological concepts. Development refers to 
the improvement in the economic, social, political, and cultural conditions 
of society; modernization implies the transition from traditional to modern 
societies; globalization stands for the increasing interconnectedness of 
nations through trade, technology, communication, and cultural exchange. 
Sociologists are able to understand contemporary social change and its 
implications through these concepts.

In this lesson, we discuss the concepts of development, modernization, 
and globalization. We also discuss the impact of globalization on Indian 
society. The importance of sustainable development and inclusive growth 
is also discussed.

5.4.3 � Concept and Meaning of Development

Development is a multidimensional process that involves improvement 
in the economic, social, political, and cultural conditions of society. 
Development does not involve only economic growth or increase in 
national income, but also involves improvements in education, healthcare, 
employment, housing, social justice, and overall improvement in quality 
of life. From the sociological perspective, development aims at enhancing 
human capabilities and creating opportunities for people to live productive, 
healthy, and dignified lives.

Earlier approaches used to measure development largely in terms of 
economic variables such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and industrial 
production. While economic growth remains an important part of 
development, sociologists and development economists emphasize that 
development must address issues like poverty alleviation, literacy, gender 
equality, environmental sustainability, etc.

Human development, a concept promoted through the Human 
Development Reports published by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), stresses the increase of people’s choices and their 
capabilities. Human development comprises of provision of education, 
health care, income, and involvement in life of society. Therefore, 
development implies process of helping people reach their full potential 
rather than just increasing economic production.

Development implies the process of social transformation. Better 
education leads to better literacy and skill development, improvements 
in healthcare to longer life expectancy, and better work opportunities – 



Notes

244

to improved economic security. Likewise, development of infrastructure, 
communication and technologies increases productivity and the level of 
people’s wellbeing. Thus, development affects all areas of social life.

Although there has been tremendous progress in development of many 
countries, development still remains unbalanced. Disparities in income, 
education, health care and resources are characteristic not only of developed 
and developing countries, but also of urban and rural territories, different 
social groups within the same country. These gaps show the necessity of 
implementation of policies of development that would be inclusive.

Table 5.4.1  Dimensions of Development

Dimension Contribution to Development

Economic Income generation, employment, industrial growth

Social Education, healthcare, housing, social welfare

Political Democratic participation and good governance

Cultural Preservation of cultural heritage and social values

Human Improvement in quality of life and human capabilities

Development is a process of improving material well-being and quality 
of life. It becomes the basis on which modern societies seek social progress 
and sustainable development.

5.4.4 � Modernization

Modernization is a process of transition from a traditional society to 
a modern society that is based on new technologies, scientific knowledge, 
industrial approach to economy, democracy and rationality. It implies 
comprehensive changes in economic, social, political and cultural aspects 
of society. Modernization is usually associated with industrialization, 
urbanization, education development, technological advances, and 
participation in democratic processes.

From the perspective of sociology, modernization is a multidimensional 
process and not just the economic development. It includes changes in 
values, attitude, institutions and social relations. Traditional societies 
usually have agricultural economy, tight family bonds, religious dominance, 
and specialization of professions. Modern societies are characterized by 
industrial production, urban way of life, science-based attitude, social 
mobility, bureaucracy and individual freedom.
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Educational advances play an important role in the process of 
modernization. Development of education increases literacy rates, 
forms scientific mentality, improves technical skills and helps to become 
participants of modern economic and political systems. Likewise, 
innovations in communication and transportation help in spreading of 
knowledge and interaction of different regions and cultures.

Urbanization is another feature of the process of modernization. The 
development of towns and cities creates new job opportunities, increases 
diversity of occupations, and gives people opportunity to get diverse 
cultural experience. Urban way of life often encourages individualism, 
social mobility and secularity while decreasing dependence on traditional 
customs and practices.

Modernization has led to certain changes in structure of family and 
social relations. In many societies, joint families have gradually been 
replaced by nuclear families, more women participate in education and 
work, and traditional roles become less rigid. Democracy, legal innovations, 
and increase of people’s awareness of human rights helped in promoting 
equality and social justice.

However, the process of modernization has brought about certain 
challenges. Rapid urbanization has led to overpopulation, lack of housing, 
ecological problems and pressures on public utilities. Destruction of 
traditional social network, consumerism and growing social inequalities 
also became challenges associated with the process of modernization. 
Therefore, sociologists underline the necessity of implementation of 
balanced social and economic policies during modernization.

Table 5.4.2  Features of Modernization

Feature Social Impact

Industrialization Expansion of industries and employment opportunities

Urbanization Growth of cities and occupational diversification

Education Improved literacy, skills, and scientific outlook

Technological 
advancement

Better communication and productivity

Democratic 
governance

Greater participation and protection of rights

Social mobility Increased opportunities for education and employment
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Modernization is thus a process of comprehensive transformation 
of institutions, values and lifestyle. While being beneficial for economic 
development and social progress, it requires proper planning to solve 
problems that arise due to rapid social changes.

5.4.5 � Globalization

Globalization is the process of integration and interconnection of 
countries because of movement of goods, services, capital, technologies, 
information, people and ideas across national borders. Innovations in 
transportation, communication and information technologies speed up 
globalization and make world more closely connected than ever before. As 
a result, economic activities, political processes, cultural interactions and 
ecological issues become international.

In sociology, globalization is not just the process of economic 
integration of countries. It includes also such components as cultural 
interaction, political cooperation, diffusion of technologies, educational 
exchange and spread of knowledge and innovations. With the help of 
globalization, societies become interconnected and dependent on each 
other and influence each other’s institutions, lifestyle and process of 
development.

The process of economic globalization expanded international 
trade and investment. Multinational corporations operate in several 
countries and create job opportunities and encourage the transfer of 
technologies. Developing countries also received foreign investments, 
export opportunities and access to global market. However, at the 
same time, competition in global economy stimulates innovation and 
productivity.

Innovations in technologies helped to accelerate globalization. 
Internet, mobile communications, satellite broadcasting and other digital 
technologies facilitate quick exchange of information and ideas worldwide. 
Online education, e-commerce, telemedicine and online banking changed 
daily life and removed geographic barriers to communication and doing 
business.

Globalization also stimulates cultural interactions. People come in 
contact with different languages, food, music, films, fashion and lifestyle 
thanks to TV, movies, tourism and social networks. Such interaction 
promotes cultural diversity and mutual understanding although it also 
influences local traditions and culture.
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However, despite numerous advantages of globalization, there 
emerged many problems. Economic inequality between countries and 
within societies became wider in some cases. Local industries compete 
with multinational corporations while overdependence on global market 
can make countries vulnerable to international economic crises. Cultural 
homogenization, environmental degradation, labor exploitation and 
digital inequality are additional challenges of globalization.

Thus, sociologists see globalization as a complex process that brings 
both advantages and challenges. Its success in the long run depends on 
equitable sharing of benefits of globalization and protection of cultural 
diversity, social justice and environmental sustainability.

Table 5.4.3  Positive and Negative Impacts of Globalization

Positive Impacts Negative Impacts

Expansion of international trade Widening economic inequalities

Technological transfer Pressure on local industries

Greater employment opportunities Labour exploitation in some sectors

Cultural exchange Cultural homogenization

Improved communication Digital divide and unequal access

Globalization has become one of the characteristic traits of 
contemporary societies. It has changed the way of communication, 
learning, working, and interaction, making societies interdependent 
and at the same time creating new social, economic, and environmental 
problems.

5.4.6 � Impact of Globalization on Indian Society

Globalization has brought significant changes in Indian society since 
economic reforms were introduced in 1991. Liberalization of the economy, 
increase in foreign investment, international trade, and rapid development 
of information and communication technologies have changed the 
economic, social, cultural, and political landscape of the country. While 
globalization has created new possibilities for the development, it has 
created new problems as well.

One of the most important effects of globalization has been felt in the 
Indian economy. The opening of markets has attracted foreign investors, 
increased industrial production, and the growth of information technology, 
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telecommunications, banking, retail, tourism, and pharmaceuticals. In 
particular, the Indian IT industry has become an important source of jobs, 
export, and economic growth. The development of digital technologies 
has also encouraged entrepreneurship and the growth of start-ups.

Globalization has had an impact on employment. New professions 
have been created in information technology, BPO, finance, e-commerce, 
logistics, and other digital industries. On the other hand, intensifying 
competition has made it necessary for the workers to gain new competencies 
and adapt to the fast-changing conditions of labour market. While 
highly qualified specialists have been able to benefit from employment 
opportunities around the globe, workers of traditional industries have 
faced difficulties because of technological innovations and competition 
from abroad.

Education sector has also changed significantly. International 
cooperation, online education, student exchanges, and the availability of 
information have increased the opportunities for education. Nowadays 
Indian universities cooperate actively with international educational 
institutions, and Indian students have access to global information and 
research. However, the issue of inequalities in the quality and accessibility 
of education remains relevant.

Globalization has affected Indian culture in many ways. Increasing 
international contacts, exposure to international movies, music, fashion, 
food, and way of life have increased cultural contacts and diversity. Young 
Indians have adopted new models of consumption, communication, and 
entertainment in digital media and social networks. At the same time, 
India has successfully promoted its culture through yoga, Ayurveda, 
Indian cuisine, cinema, literature, and tourism, showing that globalization 
can facilitate global diffusion of indigenous culture.

Social and family relationships have changed as well. Urbanization, 
mobility, participation of women in higher education and employment, 
and changes in occupational structure have facilitated the growth of 
nuclear families and the creation of more egalitarian relationships between 
men and women. Digital communication has contributed to international 
connectivity and changed traditional interpersonal communication.

However, globalization has not only created new opportunities but has 
raised a number of problems. There are still income differences between 
different regions and social groups. Often small enterprises compete with 
multinational companies, while urbanization leads to environmental 
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problems, housing shortage, and strain on urban infrastructure. The digital 
gap between urban and rural populations and problems associated with 
consumerism, cultural homogenization, and environmental sustainability 
need to be addressed.

Thus, globalization has had multiple effects on Indian society. The 
success of globalization in the long run depends on its compatibility 
with economic growth, social inclusion, cultural preservation, and 
sustainability. It is important to understand the effects of globalization in 
order to maximize its advantages and minimize its negative consequences 
through appropriate policies.

Table 5.4.4  Impact of Globalization on Indian Society

Area Major Impact

Economy Industrial growth, foreign investment, expansion of services

Employment New occupations and changing skill requirements

Education Greater access to knowledge and international collaboration

Culture Increased cultural exchange and changing lifestyles

Family Growth of nuclear families and changing gender roles

Technology Expansion of digital communication and e-governance

5.4.7 � Sustainable Development and Inclusive Growth

In recent decades, more and more attention has been paid to the 
concepts of sustainable development and inclusive growth. While 
economic development has positively affected the living standards in 
many countries, it has also led to the environmental degradation, depletion 
of natural resources, climate change, and social inequalities. Therefore, 
contemporary approaches to development seek to combine economic 
growth with environmental sustainability and social equality.

Sustainable development is the development which meets the needs of 
current generation without damaging the possibilities of future generations 
to meet their needs. This concept was popularized in the Brundtland 
Commission Report (1987) and is a fundamental idea behind national and 
international development policies.

Sustainable development implies the responsible use of natural 
resources, conservation of biodiversity, reduction of pollution, promotion 
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of renewable energy, and ecologically friendly modes of production and 
consumption. It presupposes that long-term development is not possible 
at the expense of the ecological balance. All governments, industries, 
communities, and individuals are responsible for promoting sustainable 
lifestyle and preserving the environment.

Another important idea is inclusive growth, which means equitable 
access to opportunities and benefits. Inclusive growth pays attention to 
poverty alleviation, job creation, investments into education and health 
care, empowerment of marginalized groups, and equal opportunities 
irrespective of gender, caste, religion, disability, or region.

Investments into education and professional training play an important 
role in fostering inclusive growth because they help people become a 
part of the economy. Investments into health care, infrastructure, digital 
connectivity, and social security improve the quality of life and reduce social 
inequalities. Various government programmes and initiatives of financial 
inclusion and job creation also help promote inclusive development by 
providing opportunities to disadvantaged people.

The Sustainable Development Goals adopted by the UN in 2015 
constitute a comprehensive framework for sustainable and inclusive 
development. There are 17 goals dealing with such issues as poverty, 
hunger, quality education, gender equality, clean water and sanitation, 
affordable and clean energy, decent work, climate action, sustainable cities 
and institutions.

These goals imply that economic, social, and environmental 
development are interrelated.

There are many initiatives in India aimed at the promotion of sustainable 
development and inclusive growth, including renewable energy, digital 
governance, financial inclusion, sanitation, rural development, professional 
training, and environmental conservation. Significant achievements have 
been made, but there are still challenges such as poverty, unemployment, 
environmental degradation, and regional disparity.

Therefore, sustainable development and inclusive growth represent 
two complementary approaches to the social development.

The ideas of sustainable development and inclusive growth are at the 
core of the present-day development planning. Progress, according to 
the above concepts, does not only depend on the economy but must be 
ensured by guaranteeing social justice, environmental sustainability, and 
quality of life for everyone.
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Table 5.4.5  Sustainable Development and Inclusive Growth

Sustainable Development Inclusive Growth

Conservation of natural resources Reduction of poverty and inequality

Environmental protection Equal access to opportunities

Renewable energy and clean 
technologies

Employment generation

Responsible production and 
consumption

Education and healthcare for all

Long-term ecological balance
Social justice and equitable 
development

5.4.8 � Let Us Sum Up

Development, modernization, and globalization are crucial processes 
contributing to the acceleration of social change in the contemporary 
society. Development implies improvements in the quality of life through 
economic growth, social welfare, education, health care, and human 
development; modernization involves transformation of traditional 
societies through industrialization, technological advances, urbanization, 
and democracy.

Globalization involves greater interconnectedness of countries 
through trade, technologies, communications, and cultural exchanges. 
Globalization offers new possibilities for economic growth, employment, 
education, and innovations, while posing a number of challenges such 
as inequalities, cultural transformations, and environmental problems. 
Globalization in India had a great impact on the country’s economy, 
education, employment, culture, and families.

Sustainable development and inclusive growth imply that the process 
of development must be environmentally friendly, socially just, and 
economically sound. Thus, together with the former, the latter tries to 
ensure that everyone receives the benefits of development and that the 
needs of future generations will be met.

5.4.9 � Keywords

Modernization, Industrialization, Urbanization, Globalization, 
Liberalization, Sustainable Development 
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5.4.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the concept of development and discuss its major 
dimensions. 

2.	 Describe the process of modernization and examine its impact on 
society. 

3.	 Discuss the concept, characteristics, and consequences of 
globalization. 

4.	 Analyse the impact of globalization on Indian society with suitable 
examples. 

5.	 Examine the importance of sustainable development and inclusive 
growth in achieving balanced social development. 
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Lesson 5.5 - Emerging Challenges and Future Directions of Social 
Change

Structure

5.5.1 	 Objectives

5.5.2 	 Introduction

5.5.3 	 Poverty and Social Exclusion

5.5.4 	 Gender, Equity and Social Justice

5.5.5 	 Digital Divide and Knowledge Society

5.5.6 	 Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability

5.5.7 	 Future Directions of Social Change

5.5.8 	 Let Us Sum Up

5.5.9 	 Keywords

5.5.10 	 Self-Assessment Questions

5.5.1 � Objectives

After studying this lesson, you should be able to:

 	 ➢ explain the contemporary challenges associated with social change.

 	 ➢ examine the relationship between poverty, social exclusion, and 
inequality.

 	 ➢ analyse issues relating to gender, social justice, and digital inequality.

 	 ➢ evaluate the significance of environmental sustainability in 
contemporary society.

 	 ➢ discuss the future directions of social change in the twenty-first 
century.

5.5.2 � Introduction

Social changes have affected societies around the world through science 
and technological innovations, economic development, and globalization. 
While bringing many improvements and opening up new possibilities, 
these processes raised many complex issues. Poverty, inequalities, social 
exclusion, environmental destruction, digital divide, and changing 
employment patterns still confront millions of people while impressive 
advances have been achieved in many areas.
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The focus of contemporary sociology, therefore, is not only on the 
reasons for social change but also on its consequences. The benefits of 
development are usually unevenly distributed among various social groups 
and regions. At the same time, rapid technological progress brought up new 
possibilities for communication, education, and economic growth while 
increasing the gap between those who have access to digital technologies 
and those who do not.

This lesson highlights some of the major contemporary social 
challenges and talks about future directions of social transformations in 
an increasingly interconnected world.

5.5.3 � Poverty and Social Exclusion

Poverty is one of the most persistent problems of societies around the 
world. Despite all the progresses achieved in terms of living standards, a 
considerable part of the world’s population suffers from the lack of basic 
requirements for living such as food, housing, education, health care, and 
employment opportunities. Besides affecting the material well-being of 
people, poverty restricts their social, economic, and political participation.

Sociologists speak about two types of poverty, which are known as 
absolute poverty and relative poverty. Absolute poverty is the inability 
to provide oneself with the minimum necessary things for living, while 
relative poverty implies deprivation in comparison with the standards of 
the surrounding society. Both types of poverty affect the quality of people’s 
life and their opportunities for development.

A closely related idea is the notion of social exclusion. Social exclusion 
implies that individuals or groups are being deprived of access to resources, 
opportunities, rights, and participation in the life of society. This process 
might occur because of such factors as caste, class, gender, disability, 
ethnicity, religion, age, or geographical location.

Social exclusion affects education, employment, health care, housing, 
and political participation. People belonging to marginalized groups face 
multiple obstacles, which increase the existing inequality and limit social 
mobility. Therefore, various welfare programmes, reservation policies, 
skill development initiatives, and poverty reduction programmes are used 
by governments in order to promote social inclusion.

In order to alleviate poverty and social exclusion, it is necessary to 
work in such fields as economic development, quality education, health 
care, employment creation, social security, and equal access to public 
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services. In addition to improving individual well-being, these initiatives 
increase social cohesion and national development.

Table 5.5.1  Poverty and Social Exclusion

Issue Major Consequences

Poverty
Poor health, unemployment, low educational 
attainment

Social exclusion Limited access to opportunities and public services

Income inequality Unequal distribution of resources

Marginalization Reduced social participation and mobility

Poverty and social exclusion are the most important barriers to 
equitable development. Their solution is crucial for achieving social justice 
and inclusive growth.

5.5.4 � Gender, Equity and Social Justice

Gender equality and social justice have become the main concerns 
of contemporary societies. Despite a great progress made in providing 
more opportunities in education, political participation, and law, gender 
inequalities still exist in many parts of the world. Sociology studies these 
inequalities trying to understand how the social norms, cultural practices, 
institutions, and power relations shape the lives of individuals.

Gender implies socially constructed roles, responsibilities, and 
expectations regarding men, women, and other gender identities. Unlike 
biological sex, which is determined by physiological features, gender 
is socially constructed and changes in accordance with the culture and 
time period. Traditional societies had specific roles for men and women, 
where men were involved in economic activities, while women performed 
domestic tasks. However, with modernization, education, urbanization, 
and legal reforms, these traditional patterns were being transformed.

Women have increased their participation in education and labour 
force greatly in the last decades. Access to higher education, professional 
occupations, entrepreneurship, and politics improved their social and 
economic status. Legal measures promoting equal opportunities, anti-
discrimination, and reservation in the local self-government institutions 
contributed to gender equality.
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However, gender inequality still persists in many aspects. Women 
experience inequality in terms of education, employment opportunities, 
property rights, health care, and leadership positions. The wage gaps, 
gender-based violence, discrimination in workplace, and inequalities in 
division of domestic responsibilities are the examples of such problems. 
Likewise, marginalized people such as disabled people, ethnic minorities, 
and disadvantaged communities suffer from multiple discrimination, 
which prevents them from participating in the life of society.

Table 5.5.2  Gender, Equity and Social Justice

Issue Social Impact

Gender equality
Greater participation in education, employment, and 
governance

Equal opportunities Reduction in discrimination and social inequality

Social justice Protection of rights and equitable access to resources

Women’s 
empowerment

Improved social and economic development

Inclusive policies Greater participation of marginalized communities

The idea of social justice implies equality and the protection of human 
rights. Social justice guarantees that each individual has equal access to 
opportunities, resources, and public services regardless of gender, caste, 
class, religion, ethnicity, disability, and other social characteristics. 
Governments, educational institutions, civil society organizations, and 
international agencies play an important role in promotion of social justice 
through legislation, affirmative action, welfare programmes, and public 
campaigns.

Achievement of gender equality and social justice is possible not 
only with legal reforms but also with the change of social attitudes and 
cultural values. Education, media, involvement of community, and public 
policies are needed to create the society of equality, dignity, and respect 
for diversity.

Gender equality and social justice are essential components of 
democracy and inclusiveness. Not only do they have a positive impact on 
the well-being of each individual but also facilitate sustainable social and 
economic development.
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5.5.5 � Digital Divide and Knowledge Society

With the fast development of information and communication 
technologies the contemporary society has been characterized as a 
knowledge society. Knowledge serves as a key resource for economic 
development, innovation, education, governance, and social participation. 
Access to information and technologies allows people to communicate, 
develop, conduct businesses, and participate in public life.

Wide-spread usage of the Internet, smartphones, cloud computing, 
artificial intelligence, and other digital platforms have greatly affected 
the ways how people learn, work, shop, and communicate. Educational 
institutions widely implement online learning systems, governments 
provide digital services, businesses conduct e-commerce, and medical 
institutions offer telemedicine facilities. All these innovations have 
improved efficiency and facilitated access to information.

However, not everyone is able to benefit from digital technology. The 
digital divide is a term used to refer to the gap between people who have 
access to digital technologies and those who do not have it. Disparities 
related to income, education, age, gender, location, and digital literacy 
serve as determinants of access to computers, Internet, and digital services.

Digital divide is especially noticeable in relation to urban and rural 
communities. While urban population usually has a better Internet 
infrastructure, high level of digital literacy, and access to online services, 
rural populations often lack these opportunities. Similarly, poor and 
marginalized populations may not have enough financial resources for 
purchasing digital devices and using Internet services. Such disparities 
affect access to education, job opportunities, government services, and 
participation in the digital economy.

Governments and educational institutions have implemented a 
number of initiatives aimed at reduction of digital inequality through 
expansion of broadband Internet access, promotion of digital literacy, and 
access to affordable technologies. Programs promoting digital education, 
e-governance, financial inclusion, and skill development aim at ensuring 
that the benefits of technological progress are available to all sections of 
society.

As the society becomes increasingly dependent on digital technologies, 
overcoming the digital divide has become crucial for ensuring inclusive 
development and equal opportunities. A knowledge society is able to function 
properly only if all citizens have access to information and technologies.
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Table 5.5.3  Digital Divide and Knowledge Society

Aspect Significance

Knowledge society Information and knowledge as drivers of development

Digital technology Improved communication, education, and governance

Digital divide Unequal access to information and technology

Digital literacy Development of technological skills

E-governance Improved public service delivery

The shift towards knowledge society provides many opportunities 
for the social and economic development. Nevertheless, the reduction of 
digital inequality is still needed for ensuring that technological progress 
contributes to inclusive and equitable social development.

5.5.6 � Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability

Climate change has become one of the most urgent challenges of the 
twenty-first century. Global warming, changes in precipitation, melting 
of glaciers, rising sea levels, and increase in the frequency of extreme 
weather events affect societies all over the world. These environmental 
changes impact agriculture, public health, water resources, livelihoods, 
migration, and economic development, thus, climate change becomes not 
only environmental but also social problem.

Human activities such as industrialization, deforestation, extensive 
usage of fossil fuels, urbanization, and unsustainable consumption have 
caused environmental degradation and climate change. As a result, many 
communities suffer from low agricultural productivity, water scarcity, loss 
of biodiversity, and increased vulnerability to natural disasters. Poor and 
marginalized populations are often the most vulnerable to environmental 
changes because they lack the necessary resources for adaptation.

From the sociological perspective, climate change raises many issues 
related to social inequality and social justice. Communities with limited 
access to education, healthcare, technology, and financial resources have 
more difficulties coping with environmental threats. Climate-induced 
migration, loss of livelihoods, and food insecurity may further exacerbate 
existing social and economic disparities. As a consequence, sociologists 
more and more often study the link between environmental sustainability, 
social development, and human well-being.
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The notion of environmental sustainability refers to the responsible 
and careful usage of natural resources in order to ensure the continued 
health and productivity of ecological systems in the future. Sustainable 
environmental practices involve pollution reduction, conservation 
of forests and biodiversity, usage of renewable energy sources, waste 
management improvement, sustainable agriculture, and responsible 
consumption.

Governments, international organizations, industries, educational 
institutions, and civil society organizations all play important roles 
in promoting environmental sustainability. Awareness campaigns, 
environmental legislation, climate change adaptation strategies, and 
international agreements facilitate the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions and the usage of environmentally friendly technologies. 
Individuals also contribute to sustainability by conserving energy, reducing 
waste, recycling, and adopting sustainable lifestyles.

Climate change proves that environmental issues cannot be isolated 
from the social and economic development. Sustainable societies require 
the policies that would promote economic growth while ensuring 
sustainable usage of natural resources and social equity.

Table 5.5.4  Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability

Issue Social Impact

Climate change Changes in agriculture, health, and livelihoods

Environmental 
degradation

Loss of biodiversity and natural resources

Natural disasters Displacement of populations and economic losses

Renewable energy Reduction in environmental pollution

Sustainable practices Conservation of resources for future generations

Environmental sustainability has become an integral part of the modern 
development. The solution of climate change problem requires coordinated 
efforts of governments, communities, industries, and individuals for the 
balanced relationship between the society and natural environment.

5.5.7 � Future Directions of Social Change

Social change is a never-ending process which will be influenced 
by technological progress, demographic transitions, globalization, 
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environmental challenges, and changes in social values. The speed of 
social transformation will be accelerated due to growing interconnection 
and knowledge-intensive nature of societies. The understanding of these 
emerging trends is important for predicting future opportunities and 
social challenges.

One of the main drivers of future social change will be technological 
innovation. Innovations in artificial intelligence, robotics, automation, 
biotechnology, big data, and digital communications will transform 
education, healthcare, governance, manufacturing, and employment. 
These developments have the potential to improve the productivity and 
quality of life, however, they raise many concerns related to employment, 
privacy, cybersecurity, and ethical decisions.

The demographic changes will continue affecting social institutions. 
Population ageing in many countries, urbanization, migration, and 
changes in family structure will require new approaches to healthcare, 
housing, education, and social security. Governments will need to develop 
policies that will help them cope with these demographic transitions and 
ensure access to essential services.

Environmental sustainability will be one of the priorities of future 
development. Climate change, depletion of resources, and environmental 
degradation are expected to stimulate investments in renewable energy, 
sustainable agriculture, green technologies, and environmentally 
sustainable production systems. International cooperation will become 
increasingly important in addressing these global challenges.

Table 5.5.5  Emerging Trends in Social Change

Emerging Trend Possible Social Impact

Artificial intelligence and 
automation

Transformation of employment and 
public services

Digital technologies
Expansion of education, 
communication, and governance

Population ageing
Greater demand for healthcare and 
social security

Climate action
Adoption of sustainable development 
practices

Inclusive development
Reduction of inequality and improved 
social justice
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The future will also require more attention to be paid to inclusive 
development and social justice. Poverty alleviation, the eradication of 
discrimination, gender equality, digital inclusion, and providing equal 
opportunities for marginalized groups will stay the main objectives of 
social policy in the future. Education, innovation, and science research 
will continue to play a pivotal role in preparing societies to future 
changes.

Lastly, globalization will continue to transform economic, cultural, and 
political relations of societies. On the other hand, societies will continue to 
try preserving their cultural diversity, developing their local institutions, 
protecting their national interests and participating in a globalized 
world at the same time. The task of the future will be a balance between 
progress and development and social equity, cultural preservation, and 
environmental sustainability.

The future of social change will be dictated by how effectively societies 
will deal with emerging challenges and how much innovation, equality, 
sustainability, and human well-being societies will be able to provide 
through social transformation. A balanced development strategy will 
make sure that social change positively affects both contemporary and 
future generations.

5.5.8 � Let Us Sum Up

The contemporary societies have to deal with several challenges 
that emerge due to fast social change. These challenges include poverty, 
social exclusion, gender inequality, digital disparities, and environmental 
degradation. Overcoming these challenges demands a comprehensive 
policy aimed at promotion of equal opportunities, social justice, and 
sustainable development.

The lesson underlined the importance of gender equality, digital 
inclusion, and environmental sustainability to have balanced social 
development. In addition, it has also mentioned the importance of 
education, technology, and public policy to improve people’s quality of life 
and reduce inequalities among different population groups.

Social change in the future will be driven by technological innovations, 
globalization, demographic transitions, and environmental problems. 
Balanced and sustainable development will stay relevant for social change 
to have positive impacts on current and future generations.
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5.5.9 � Keywords

Poverty, Social Exclusion, Gender Equality, Social Justice, Digital 
Divide, Knowledge Society, Climate Change

5.5.10  � Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the concepts of poverty and social exclusion. Discuss their 
impact on social development. 

2.	 Examine the importance of gender equality and social justice in 
promoting an inclusive society. 

3.	 Discuss the concept of the digital divide and analyse its implications 
for the development of a knowledge society. 

4.	 Explain the relationship between climate change, environmental 
sustainability, and social change. 

5.	 Critically examine the major challenges and future directions of 
social change in the twenty-first century. 
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