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Chapter 14

Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

Social Issues in the News

“Governor Signs Texting Law Inspired by Teen’s Death,” the headline said. In June
2010, the governor of Georgia signed the Caleb Sorohan Act, named for an 18-year-
old student who died in a car accident caused by his texting while driving. The bill
made it illegal for any drivers in Georgia to text unless they were parked. After
Caleb died, his family started a campaign, along with dozens of his high school
classmates, to enact a texting while driving ban. They signed petitions, started a
Facebook page, and used phone banks to lobby members of their state legislature.
Vermont enacted a similar ban about the same time. The new laws in Georgia and
Vermont increased the number of states banning texting while driving to 28.
(Downey, 2010)Downey, M. (2010, June 4). Governor signs texting law inspired by
teen’s death. The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Retrieved from http://blogs.ajc.com/
get-schooled-blog/2010/06/04/governor-signs-texting-law-inspired-by-teens-death

“Amherst Sleeps Out to Protest Climate Change,” another headline said. It was
February 2010, and a student at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, had been
living in a tent for 121 days. His goal was to call attention to the importance of clean
energy. The student was a member of a Massachusetts group, Students for a Just
and Stable Future (SJSF), comprised of college students across the state. To
dramatize the problem of climate change, the group had engaged in sleep-outs in
various parts of the state, including one on the Boston Common, a famed public
park in that city, over a series of weekends in late 2009. About 200 students were
arrested on trespassing charges for staying in the park after it was closed at 11:00
p.m. The UMass student in the tent thought he was making a difference; as he put
it, “Hopefully people see me and realize that there are people out there who care
about the Earth’s future and civilization’s stability enough to do something about
it.” Yet he knew that improvements to the environment would take some time: “It’s
not going to happen overnight.” (Vincent, 2010, p. A16)Vincent, L. (2010). Amherst
sleeps out to protest climate change. DailyCollegian.com. Retrieved from
http://dailycollegian.com/2010/2002/2021/amherst-sleeps-out-to-protest-climate-
change

Societies change just as people do. The change we see in people is often very
obvious, as when they have a growth spurt during adolescence, lose weight on a
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diet, or buy new clothes or get a new hairstyle. The change we see in society is
usually more gradual. Unless it is from a natural disaster like an earthquake or from
a political revolution, social change is usually noticeable only months or years after
it began. This sort of social change arises from many sources: changes in a society’s
technology (as the news story on texting and driving illustrates), in the size and
composition of its population, and in its culture. But some social change stems from
the concerted efforts of people acting in social movements to alter social policy, as
the news story on the student in the tent illustrates, or even the very structure of
their government.

This chapter examines the types and sources of social change. We begin by looking
generally at social change to understand its overall significance. We then turn to
the study of population, as changes in population can and do have important
implications for changes in society itself. We also look at urbanization, which over
the centuries has changed the social landscape profoundly. Finally, we look at social
movements, which involve purposive efforts by groups of people to bring about
changes they think necessary and desirable in society.

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements
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14.1 Understanding Social Change

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Understand the differences between modern, large societies and small,
traditional societies.

2. Discuss the functionalist and conflict perspectives on social change.
3. Describe the major sources of social change.

Social change1 refers to the transformation of culture, behavior, social institutions,
and social structure over time. We are familiar from earlier chapters with the basic
types of society: hunting and gathering, horticultural and pastoral, agricultural,
industrial, and postindustrial. In looking at all of these societies, we have seen how
they differ in such dimensions as size, technology, economy, inequality, and gender
roles. In short, we have seen some of the ways in which societies change over time.
Another way of saying this is that we have seen some of the ways in which societies
change as they become more modern. To understand social change, then, we need
to begin to understand what it means for a society to become more modern. We
considered this briefly in Chapter 2 "Culture and Society" and expand on it here.

Modernization

Modernization2 refers to the process and impact of becoming more modern.
Modernization has been an important focus of sociology since its origins in the 19th
century. Several dimensions and effects of modernization seem apparent (Nolan &
Lenski, 2009).Nolan, P., & Lenski, G. (2009). Human societies: An introduction to
macrosociology (11th ed.). Boulder, CO: Paradigm.

First, as societies evolve, they become much larger and more heterogeneous. This
means that people are more different from each other than when societies were
much smaller, and it also means that they ordinarily cannot know each other nearly
as well. Larger, more modern societies thus typically have weaker social bonds and
a weaker sense of community than small societies and more of an emphasis on the
needs of the individual.

1. The transformation of culture
(especially norms and values),
behavior, social institutions,
and social structure over time.

2. The process and impact of
becoming more modern.
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Figure 14.1

As societies become more
modern, they begin to differ from
nonmodern societies in several
ways. In particular, they become
larger and more heterogeneous,
they lose their traditional ways
of thinking, and they gain in
individual freedom and
autonomy.

© Thinkstock

We can begin to appreciate the differences between
smaller and larger societies when we contrast a small
college of 1,200 students with a large university of
40,000 students. Perhaps you had this contrast in mind
when you were applying to college and had a preference
for either a small or a large institution. In a small
college, classes might average no more than 20 students;
these students get to know each other well and to have
a lot of interaction with the professor. In a large
university, classes might hold 600 students or more, and
everything is more impersonal. Large universities do
have many advantages, but they probably do not have
as strong a sense of community as is found at small
colleges.

A second aspect of modernization is a loss of traditional
ways of thinking. This allows a society to be creative
and to abandon old ways that may no longer be
appropriate, but it also means a weakening or even loss
of the traditions that helped define the society and gave
it a sense of identity.

A third aspect of modernization is the growth of individual freedom and autonomy.
As societies grow, become more impersonal, and lose their traditions and sense of
community, their norms become weaker, and individuals thus become freer to
think for themselves and to behave in new ways. Although most of us would
applaud this growth in individual freedom, it also means, as Émile Durkheim (1895/
1962)Durkheim, E. (1962). The rules of sociological method. New York, NY: Free Press.
(Original work published 1895) recognized long ago, that people feel freer to deviate
from society’s norms and thus to commit deviance. If we want a society that values
individual freedom, Durkheim said, we automatically must have a society with
deviance.

Is modernization good or bad? This is a simplistic question about a very complex
concept, but a quick answer is that it is both good and bad. We see evidence for both
responses in the views of sociologists Ferdinand Tönnies, Max Weber, and
Durkheim. As Chapter 2 "Culture and Society" discussed, Tönnies (1887/
1963)Tönnies, F. (1963). Community and society. New York, NY: Harper and Row.
(Original work published 1887) said that modernization meant a shift from
Gemeinschaft (small societies with strong social bonds) to Gesellschaft (large societies
with weaker social bonds and more impersonal social relations). Tönnies lamented
the loss of close social bonds and of a strong sense of community resulting from
modernization.

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements
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Weber (1921/1978)Weber, M. (1978). Economy and society: An outline of interpretive
sociology (G. Roth & C. Wittich, Eds.). Berkeley: University of California Press.
(Original work published 1921) was also concerned about modernization. The
hallmarks of modernization, he thought, are rationalization, a loss of tradition, and
the rise of impersonal bureaucracy. He despaired over the impersonal quality of
rational thinking and bureaucratization, as he thought it was a dehumanizing
influence.

Durkheim (1893/1933)Durkheim, E. (1933). The division of labor in society. London,
England: The Free Press. (Original work published 1893) took a less negative view of
modernization. He certainly appreciated the social bonds and community feeling,
which he called mechanical solidarity3, characteristic of small, traditional
societies. However, he also thought that these societies stifled individual freedom
and that social solidarity still exists in modern societies. This solidarity, which he
termed organic solidarity4, stems from the division of labor, in which everyone
has to depend on everyone else to perform their jobs. This interdependence of roles,
Durkheim said, creates a solidarity that retains much of the bonding and sense of
community found in premodern societies.

Beyond these abstract concepts of social bonding and sense of community, modern
societies have certainly been a force for both good and bad in other ways. They
have led to scientific discoveries that have saved lives, extended life spans, and
made human existence much easier than imaginable in the distant past and even in
the recent past. But they have also polluted the environment, engaged in wars that
have killed tens of millions, and built up nuclear arsenals that, even with the
demise of the Soviet Union, still threaten the planet. Modernization, then, is a
double-edged sword. It has given us benefits too numerous to count, but it also has
made human existence very precarious.

Sociological Perspectives on Social Change

Sociological perspectives on social change fall into the functionalist and conflict
approaches. As usual, both views together offer a more complete understanding of
social change than either view by itself (Vago, 2004).Vago, S. (2004). Social change
(5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. Table 14.1 "Theory Snapshot"
summarizes their major assumptions.

3. Émile Durkheim’s conception
of the type of social bonds and
community feeling in small,
traditional societies resulting
from their homogeneity.

4. Émile Durkheim’s conception
of the type of social bonds and
community feeling in large,
modern societies resulting
from their division of labor and
interdependence of roles.
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Table 14.1 Theory Snapshot

Theoretical
perspective

Major assumptions

Functionalism

Society is in a natural state of equilibrium. Gradual change is necessary
and desirable and typically stems from such things as population growth,
technological advances, and interaction with other societies that brings
new ways of thinking and acting. However, sudden social change is
undesirable because it disrupts this equilibrium. To prevent this from
happening, other parts of society must make appropriate adjustments if
one part of society sees too sudden a change.

Conflict
theory

Because the status quo is characterized by social inequality and other
problems, sudden social change in the form of protest or revolution is both
desirable and necessary to reduce or eliminate social inequality and to
address other social ills.

The Functionalist Understanding

The functionalist understanding of social change is based on insights developed by
different generations of sociologists. Early sociologists likened change in society to
change in biological organisms. Taking a cue from the work of Charles Darwin, they
said that societies evolved just as organisms do, from tiny, simple forms to much
larger and more complex structures. When societies are small and simple, there are
few roles to perform, and just about everyone can perform all of these roles. As
societies grow and evolve, many new roles develop, and not everyone has the time
or skill to perform every role. People thus start to specialize their roles and a division
of labor begins. As noted earlier, sociologists such as Durkheim and Tönnies disputed
the implications of this process for social bonding and a sense of community, and
this basic debate continues today.

Several decades ago, Talcott Parsons (1966),Parsons, T. (1966). Societies: Evolutionary
and comparative perspectives. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. the leading 20th-
century figure in functionalist theory, presented an equilibrium model5 of social
change. Parsons said that society is always in a natural state of equilibrium, defined
as a state of equal balance among opposing forces. Gradual change is both necessary
and desirable and typically stems from such things as population growth,
technological advances, and interaction with other societies that brings new ways
of thinking and acting. However, any sudden social change disrupts this
equilibrium. To prevent this from happening, other parts of society must make
appropriate adjustments if one part of society sees too sudden a change.

5. Talcott Parsons’s functionalist
view that society’s balance is
disturbed by sudden social
change.
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Figure 14.2

Functionalist theory assumes
that sudden social change, as by
the protest depicted here, is
highly undesirable, whereas
conflict theory assumes that
sudden social change may be
needed to correct inequality and
other deficiencies in the status
quo.

Source: Photo courtesy of Kashfi
Halford, http://www.flickr.com/
photos/kashklick/3406972544.

The functionalist perspective has been criticized on a
few grounds. The perspective generally assumes that
the change from simple to complex societies has been
very positive, when in fact, as we have seen, this change
has also proven costly in many ways. It might well have
weakened social bonds, and it has certainly imperiled
human existence. Functionalist theory also assumes that
sudden social change is highly undesirable, when such
change may in fact be needed to correct inequality and
other deficiencies in the status quo.

Conflict Theory

Whereas functional theory assumes the status quo is
generally good and sudden social change is undesirable,
conflict theory assumes the status quo is generally bad.
It thus views sudden social change in the form of protest
or revolution as both desirable and necessary to reduce
or eliminate social inequality and to address other social
ills. Another difference between the two approaches
concerns industrialization, which functional theory
views as a positive development that helped make
modern society possible. In contrast, conflict theory,
following the views of Karl Marx, says that
industrialization exploited workers and thus increased social inequality.

In one other difference between the two approaches, functionalist sociologists view
social change as the result of certain natural forces, which we will discuss shortly.
In this sense, social change is unplanned even though it happens anyway. Conflict
theorists, however, recognize that social change often stems from efforts by social
movements to bring about fundamental changes in the social, economic, and
political systems. In his sense social change is more “planned,” or at least intended,
than functional theory acknowledges.

Critics of conflict theory say that it exaggerates the extent of social inequality and
that it sometimes overemphasizes economic conflict while neglecting conflict
rooted in race and ethnicity, gender, religion, and other sources. Its Marxian
version also erred in predicting that capitalist societies would inevitably undergo a
socialist-communist revolution.
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Sources of Social Change

We have seen that social change stems from natural forces and also from the
intentional acts of groups of people. This section further examines these sources of
social change.

Population Growth and Composition

Much of the discussion so far has talked about population growth as a major source
of social change as societies evolved from older to modern times. Yet even in
modern societies, changes in the size and composition of the population can have
important effects for other aspects of a society. As just one example, the number of
school-age children reached a high point in the late 1990s as the children of the
post–World War II baby boom entered their school years. This swelling of the
school-age population had at least three important consequences. First, new
schools had to be built, modular classrooms and other structures had to be added to
existing schools, and more teachers and other school personnel had to be hired
(Leonard, 1998).Leonard, J. (1998, September 25). Crowding puts crunch on
classrooms. The Los Angeles Times, p. B1. Second, school boards and municipalities
had to borrow dollars and/or raise taxes to pay for all of these expenses. Third, the
construction industry, building supply centers, and other businesses profited from
the building of new schools and related activities. The growth of this segment of our
population thus had profound implications for many aspects of U.S. society even
though it was unplanned and “natural.” We explore population growth and change
further in a later section.

Culture and Technology

Culture and technology are other sources of social change. Changes in culture can
change technology; changes in technology can transform culture; and changes in
both can alter other aspects of society (Crowley & Heyer, 2011).Crowley, D., &
Heyer, P. (2011). Communication in history: Technology, culture, society (6th ed.). Boston,
MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Two examples from either end of the 20th century illustrate the complex
relationship among culture, technology, and society. At the beginning of the
century, the car was still a new invention, and automobiles slowly but surely grew
in number, diversity, speed, and power. The car altered the social and physical
landscape of the United States and other industrial nations as few other inventions
have. Roads and highways were built; pollution increased; families began living
farther from each other and from their workplaces; tens of thousands of people
started dying annually in car accidents. These are just a few of the effects the

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

14.1 Understanding Social Change 679



invention of the car had, but they illustrate how changes in technology can affect so
many other aspects of society.

At the end of the 20th century came the personal computer, whose development
has also had an enormous impact that will not be fully understand for some years to
come. Anyone old enough, such as many of your oldest professors, to remember
having to type long manuscripts on a manual typewriter will easily attest to the
difference computers have made for many aspects of our work lives. E-mail, the
Internet, and smartphones have enabled instant communication and make the
world a very small place, and tens of millions of people now use Facebook and other
social media. A generation ago, students studying abroad or working in the Peace
Corps overseas would send a letter back home, and it would take up to 2 weeks or
more to arrive. It would take another week or 2 for them to hear back from their
parents. Now even in poor parts of the world, access to computers and smartphones
lets us communicate instantly with people across the planet.

As the world becomes a smaller place, it becomes possible for different cultures to
have more contact with each other. This contact, too, leads to social change to the
extent that one culture adopts some of the norms, values, and other aspects of
another culture. Anyone visiting a poor nation and seeing Coke, Pepsi, and other
popular U.S. products in vending machines and stores in various cities will have a
culture shock that reminds us instantly of the influence of one culture on another.
For better or worse, this impact means that the world’s diverse cultures are
increasingly giving way to a more uniform global culture.

This process has been happening for more than a century. The rise of newspapers,
the development of trains and railroads, and the invention of the telegraph,
telephone, and, later, radio and television allowed cultures in different parts of the
world to communicate with each other in ways not previously possible. Affordable
jet transportation, cell phones, the Internet, and other modern technology have
taken such communication a gigantic step further.

Many observers fear that the world is becoming “Westernized” as Coke, Pepsi,
McDonald’s, and other products and companies invade other cultures. Others say
that Westernization is a good thing, because these products, but especially more
important ones like refrigerators and computers, do make people’s lives easier and
therefore better. Still other observers say the impact of Westernization has been
exaggerated. Both within the United States and across the world, these observers
say, many cultures continue to thrive, and people continue to hold on to their
ethnic identities.
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Figure 14.3

As is evident in this photo taken
in the aftermath of the 2010
earthquake that devastated
Haiti, changes in the natural
environment can lead to
profound changes in a society.
Environmental changes are one
of the many sources of social
change.

Source: Photo courtesy of United
Nations, http://www.flickr.com/
photos/37913760@N03/
4274632760.

The Natural Environment

Changes in the natural environment can also lead to
changes in a society itself. We see the clearest evidence
of this when a major hurricane, an earthquake, or
another natural disaster strikes. Three recent disasters
illustrate this phenomenon. In April 2010, an oil rig
operated by BP, an international oil and energy
company, exploded in the Gulf of Mexico, creating the
worst environmental disaster in U.S. history; its effects
on the ocean, marine animals, and the economies of
states and cities affected by the oil spill will be felt for
decades to come. In January 2010, a devastating
earthquake struck Haiti and killed more than 250,000
people, or about 2.5% of that nation’s population. A
month later, an even stronger earthquake hit Chile.
Although this earthquake killed only hundreds (it was
relatively far from Chile’s large cities and the Chilean
buildings were sturdily built), it still caused massive
damage to the nation’s infrastructure. Obviously the
effects of these natural disasters on the economy and
society of each of these two countries will also be felt for
many years to come.

Slower changes in the environment can also have a
large social impact. As noted earlier, one of the negative effects of industrialization
has been the increase in pollution of our air, water, and ground. With estimates of
the number of U.S. deaths from air pollution ranging from a low of 10,000 to a high
of 60,000 (Reiman & Leighton, 2010),Reiman, J., & Leighton, P. (2010). The rich get
richer and the poor get prison: Ideology, class, and criminal justice (9th ed.). Upper Saddle
River, NJ: Prentice Hall. pollution obviously has an important impact on our society.
A larger environmental problem, climate change, has also been relatively slow in
arriving but threatens the whole planet in ways that climate change researchers
have already documented and will no doubt be examining for the rest of our
lifetimes and beyond (Schneider, Rosencranz, Mastrandrea, & Kuntz-Duriseti,
2010).Schneider, S. H., Rosencranz, A., Mastrandrea, M. D., & Kuntz-Duriseti, K.
(Eds.). (2010). Climate change science and policy. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Social Conflict

Change also results from social conflict, including wars, ethnic conflict, efforts by
social movements to change society, and efforts by their opponents to maintain the
status quo. The immediate impact that wars have on societies is obvious, as the
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deaths of countless numbers of soldiers and civilians over the ages have affected
not only the lives of their loved ones but also the course of whole nations. To take
just one of many examples, the defeat of Germany in World War I led to a worsening
economy during the next decade that in turn helped fuel the rise of Hitler. In a less
familiar example, the deaths of so many soldiers during the American Civil War left
many wives and mothers without their family’s major breadwinner. Many of these
women thus had to turn to prostitution to earn an income, helping to fuel a rise in
prostitution after the war (Marks, 1990).Marks, P. (1990). Bicycles, bangs, and
bloomers: The new woman in the popular press. Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky.

Social movements have also been major forces for social change. Racial segregation
in the South ended only after thousands of African Americans, often putting their
lives on the line for their cause, engaged in sit-ins, marches, and massive
demonstrations during the 1950s and 1960s. The Southern civil rights movement is
just one of the many social movements that have changed American history, and we
return to these movements later in the chapter.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• As societies become more modern, they become larger and more
heterogeneous. Traditional ways of thinking decline, and individual
freedom and autonomy increase.

• Functionalist theory favors slow, incremental social change, while
conflict theory favors fast, far-reaching social change to correct what it
views as social inequalities and other problems in the status quo.

• Major sources of social change include population growth and
composition, culture and technology, the natural environment, and
social conflict.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. If you had to do it over again, would you go to a large university, a small
college, or something in between? Why? How does your response relate
to some of the differences between smaller, traditional societies and
larger, modern societies?

2. When you think about today’s society and social change, do you favor
the functionalist or conflict view on the kind of social change that is
needed? Explain your answer.
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14.2 Population

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain why there is less concern about population growth now than
there was a generation ago.

2. Describe how demographers measure birth and death rates.
3. Understand demographic transition theory and how it compares with

the views of Malthus.

We have commented that population growth is an important source of other
changes in society. A generation ago, population growth was a major issue in the
United States and some other nations. Zero population growth, or ZPG, was a slogan
often heard. There was much concern over the rapidly growing population in the
United States and, especially, around the world, and there was fear that our “small
planet” could not support massive increases in the number of people (Ehrlich,
1969).Ehrlich, P. R. (1969). The population bomb. San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club. Some
of the most dire predictions of the time warned of serious food shortages by the end
of the century.

Those predictions did not come to pass, and concern over population growth has
faded as the world’s resources seem to be standing up to population growth.
Widespread hunger in Africa and other regions does exist, with hundreds of
millions of people suffering from hunger and malnutrition, but many experts
attribute this problem not to overpopulation and lack of food but rather to
problems in distributing the sufficient amount of food that actually does exist to
people in poor nations (see “Sociology Making a Difference” box).
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Sociology Making a Difference

World Hunger and the Scarcity Fallacy

A popular belief is that world hunger exists because there is too little food to
feed too many people in poor nations in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere.
Sociologists Stephen J. Scanlan, J. Craig Jenkins, and Lindsey Peterson
(2010)Scanlan, S. J., Jenkins, J. C., & Peterson, L. (2010). The scarcity fallacy.
Contexts, 9(1), 34–39. call this belief the “scarcity fallacy.” According to these
authors, “The conventional wisdom is that world hunger exists primarily
because of natural disasters, population pressure, and shortfalls in food
production” (p. 35). However, this conventional wisdom is mistaken, as world
hunger stems not from a shortage of food but from the inability to deliver what
is actually a sufficient amount of food to the world’s poor. As Scanlan and
colleagues note,

A good deal of thinking and research in sociology suggests that world hunger
has less to do with the shortage of food than with a shortage of affordable or
accessible food. Sociologists have found that social inequalities, distribution
systems, and other economic and political factors create barriers to food access.
(p. 35)

This sociological view has important implications for how the world should try
to reduce global hunger, say these authors. International organizations such as
the World Bank and several United Nations agencies have long believed that
hunger is due to food scarcity, and this belief underlies the typical approaches
to reducing world hunger that focus on increasing food supplies with new
technologies and developing more efficient methods of delivering food. But if
food scarcity is not a problem, then other approaches are necessary.

Scanlan and colleagues argue that food scarcity is, in fact, not the problem that
international agencies and most people believe it to be:

The bigger problem with emphasizing food supply as the problem, however, is
that scarcity is largely a myth. On a per capita basis, food is more plentiful
today than any other time in human history.…[E]ven in times of localized
production shortfalls or regional famines there has long been a global food
surplus. (p. 35)
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If the problem is not a lack of food, then what is the problem? Scanlan and
colleagues argue that the real problem is a lack of access to food and a lack of
equitable distribution of food: “Rather than food scarcity, then, we should focus
our attention on the persistent inequalities that often accompany the growth in
food supply” (p. 36).

What are these inequalities? Recognizing that hunger is especially concentrated
in the poorest nations, the authors note that these nations lack the funds to
import the abundant food that does exist. These nations’ poverty, then, is one
inequality that leads to world hunger, but gender and ethnic inequalities are
also responsible. For example, women around the world are more likely than
men to suffer from hunger, and hunger is more common in nations with
greater rates of gender inequality (as measured by gender differences in
education and income, among other criteria). Hunger is also more common
among ethnic minorities not only in poor nations but also in wealthier nations.
In findings from their own research, these sociologists add, hunger lessens
when nations democratize, when political rights are protected, and when
gender and ethnic inequality is reduced.

If inequality underlies world hunger, they add, then efforts to reduce world
hunger will succeed only to the extent that they recognize the importance of
inequality in this regard: “To get at inequality, policy must give attention to
democratic governance and human rights, fixing the politics of food aid, and
tending to the challenges posed by the global economy” (p. 38). For this to
happen, they say, food must be upheld as a “fundamental human right.” More
generally, world hunger cannot be effectively reduced unless and until ethnic
and gender inequality is reduced. Scanlan and colleagues conclude,

The challenge, in short, is to create a more equitable and just society in which
food access is ensured for all. Food scarcity matters. However, it is rooted in
social conditions and institutional dynamics that must be the focus of any
policy innovations that might make a real difference. (p. 39)

In calling attention to the myth of food scarcity and the inequalities that
contribute to world hunger, Scanlan and colleagues point to better strategies
for addressing this significant international problem. Once again, sociology is
making a difference.

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

14.2 Population 685



Figure 14.4

Spain is one of several European
nations that have been
experiencing a population
decline because of lower birth
rates. Like some other nations,
Spain has adopted pronatalist
policies to encourage people to
have more children; it provides
2,500 euros, about $3,400, for
each child.

Concern over population growth also decreased because of criticism by people of
color that ZPG was directed largely at their ranks and smacked of racism. The call
for population control, they said, was a disguised call for controlling the growth of
their own populations and thus reducing their influence (Kuumba, 1993).Kuumba,
M. B. (1993). Perpetuating neo-colonialism through population control: South Africa
and the United States. Africa Today, 40(3), 79–85.

Still another reason for the reduced concern over population growth is that birth
rates in many industrial nations have slowed considerably. Some nations are even
experiencing population declines, while several more are projected to have
population declines by 2050 (Goldstein, Sobotka, & Jasilioniene, 2009).Goldstein, J.
R., Sobotka, T., & Jasilioniene, A. (2009). The end of “lowest-low” fertility? Population
& Development Review, 35(4), 663–699. doi:10.1111/j.1728–4457.2009.00304.x For a
country to maintain its population, the average woman needs to have 2.1 children,
the replacement level for population stability. But several industrial nations, not
including the United States, are far below this level. Increased birth control is one
reason for their lower fertility rates, but so are the decisions by women to stay in
school longer and then to go to work right after their schooling ends and not
having their first child until somewhat later.

Ironically, these nations’ population declines have
begun to concern demographers and policy makers
(Shorto, 2008).Shorto, R. (2008, June 2). No babies? The
New York Times Magazine. Retrieved from
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/29/magazine/
29Birth-t.html?scp=1&sq=&st=nyt Because people in
many industrial nations are living longer while the birth
rate drops, these nations are increasingly having a
greater proportion of older people and a smaller
proportion of younger people. In several European
nations, there are more people 61 or older than 19 or
younger. As this trend continues, it will become
increasingly difficult to take care of the health and
income needs of so many older persons, and there may
be too few younger people to fill the many jobs and
provide the many services that an industrial society
demands. The smaller labor force may also mean that
governments will have fewer income tax dollars to
provide these services.

To deal with these problems, several governments have
initiated pronatalist policies aimed at encouraging women to have more children. In
particular, they provide generous child-care subsidies, tax incentives, and flexible
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Source: Photo courtesy of Sergi
Larripa,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:BCN01.JPG.

work schedules designed to make it easier to bear and
raise children, and some even provide couples outright
cash payments when they have an additional child.
Russia in some cases provides the equivalent of about
$9,000 for each child beyond the first, while Spain
provides 2,500 euros (equivalent to about $3,400) for
each child (Haub, 2009).Haub, C. (2009). Birth rates rising
in some low birth-rate countries. Washington, DC:
Population Reference Bureau. Retrieved from http://www.prb.org/Articles/2009/
fallingbirthrates.aspx

Demography and Demographic Concepts

As all of these issues indicate, changes in the size and composition of population
have important implications for other social changes. The study of population is so
significant that it occupies a special subfield within sociology called demography6.
To be more precise, demography is the study of changes in the size and composition
of population. It encompasses several concepts: fertility and birth rates, mortality
and death rates, and migration (Weeks, 2008).Weeks, J. R. (2008). Population: An
introduction to concepts and issues (10th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. Let’s look at
each of these briefly.

Fertility and Birth Rates

Fertility7 refers to the number of live births. Demographers use several measures of
fertility. One measure is the crude birth rate8, or the number of live births for
every 1,000 people in a population in a given year. To determine the crude birth
rate, the number of live births in a year is divided by the population size, and this
result is then multiplied by 1,000. For example, in 2008 the United States had a
population of about 304 million and 4,251,095 births. Dividing the latter figure by
the former figure gives us 0.0140 rounded off. We then multiply this quotient by
1,000 to yield a crude birth rate of 14.0 births per 1,000 population (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010).U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved from
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab We call this a “crude” birth rate because
the denominator, population size, consists of the total population, not just the
number of women or even the number of women of childbearing age (commonly
considered 15–44).

A second measure is the general fertility rate9 (also just called the fertility rate or
birth rate), or the number of live births per 1,000 women aged 15–44 (i.e., of
childbearing age). This is calculated in a manner similar to that for the crude
fertility rate, but in this case the number of births is divided by the number of

6. The study of population
growth and changes in
population composition.

7. The number of live births.

8. The number of live births for
every 1,000 people in a
population in a given year.

9. The number of live births per
1,000 women aged 15–44.
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women aged 15–44 before multiplying by 1,000. The U.S. general fertility rate for
2007 was about 69.5 (i.e., 69.5 births per 1,000 women aged 15–44) (Hamilton,
Martin, & Ventura, 2009).Hamilton, B. E., Martin, J. A., & Ventura, S. J. (2009). Births:
Preliminary data for 2007. National Vital Statistics Reports, 57(12), 1–12.

A third measure is the total fertility rate10, or the number of children an average
woman is expected to have in her lifetime. This measure often appears in the news
media and is more easily understood by the public than either of the first two
measures. In 2007, the U.S. total fertility rate was 2.1. Sometimes the total fertility
rate is expressed as the average number of births that an average group of 1,000
women would be expected to have. In this case, the average number of children that
one woman is expected to have is simply multiplied by 1,000. Using this latter
calculation, the U.S. total fertility rate in 2007 was 2,100 (i.e., an average group of
1,000 women would be expected to have, in their lifetimes, 2,100 children)
(Hamilton et al., 2009).Hamilton, B. E., Martin, J. A., & Ventura, S. J. (2009). Births:
Preliminary data for 2007. National Vital Statistics Reports, 57(12), 1–12.

As Figure 14.5 "U.S. General Fertility Rate, 1920–2007" indicates, the U.S. general
fertility rate has changed a lot since 1920, dropping from 101 (per 1,000 women
aged 15–44) in 1920 to 70 in 1935, during the Great Depression, before rising
afterward until 1955. (Note the very sharp increase from 1945 to 1955, as the
post–World War II baby boom began.) The fertility rate then fell steadily after 1960
until the 1970s but has remained rather steady since then, fluctuating only slightly
between 65 and 70 per 1,000 women aged 15–44.

Figure 14.5 U.S. General Fertility Rate, 1920–2007

Sources: Data from Martin, J. A., Hamilton, B. E., Sutton, P. D., Ventura, S. J., Menacker, F., Kirmeyer, S., & Mathews,
T. J. (2009). Births: Final data for 2006. National Vital Statistics Reports, 57(7), 1–102; U.S. Census Bureau. (1951).
Statistical abstract of the United States: 1951. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office; U.S. Census Bureau.

10. The number of children an
average woman is expected to
have in her lifetime, sometimes
expressed as the number of
children an average 1,000
women are expected to have in
their lifetimes.
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(2011). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2011. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved
from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

The fertility rate varies by race and ethnicity. As Figure 14.6 "Race, Ethnicity, and
U.S. Fertility Rates, 2007" shows, it is lowest for non-Latina white women and the
highest for Latina women. Along with immigration, the high fertility rate of Latina
women has fueled the large growth of the Latino population. Latinos now account
for about 16% of the U.S. population, and their proportion is expected to reach
more than 30% by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).U.S. Census Bureau. (2010).
Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab

Figure 14.6 Race, Ethnicity, and U.S. Fertility Rates, 2007

Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau. (2011). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2011. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

The fertility rate of teenagers is a special concern because of their age. Although it
is still a rate that most people wish were lower, it dropped steadily through the
1990s, before leveling off after 2002 and rising slightly by 2007 (see Figure 14.7 "U.S.
Teenage Fertility Rate, 1990–2007"). Although most experts attribute this drop to
public education campaigns and increased contraception, the United States still has
the highest rate of teenage pregnancy and fertility of any industrial nation
(Eckholm, 2009).Eckholm, E. (2009, March 18). ’07 U.S. births break baby boom
record. The New York Times, p. A14. Teenage fertility again varies by race and
ethnicity, with Latina teenagers having the highest fertility rates and Asian
American teenagers the lowest (see Figure 14.8 "Race, Ethnicity, and U.S. Teenage
Fertility Rates, 2007").
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Figure 14.7 U.S. Teenage Fertility Rate, 1990–2007

Sources: Data from Martin, J. A., Hamilton, B. E., Sutton, P. D., Ventura, S. J., Menacker, F., Kirmeyer, S., & Mathews,
T. J. (2009). Births: Final data for 2006. National Vital Statistics Reports, 57(7), 1–102; U.S. Census Bureau. (2011).
Statistical abstract of the United States: 2011. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved from
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

Figure 14.8 Race, Ethnicity, and U.S. Teenage Fertility Rates, 2007

Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

Fertility rates also differ around the world and are especially high in poor nations
(see Figure 14.9 "Crude Birth Rates Around the World, 2008 (Number of Births per
1,000 Population)"). Demographers identify several reasons for these high rates
(Weeks, 2008).Weeks, J. R. (2008). Population: An introduction to concepts and issues
(10th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
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Figure 14.9 Crude Birth Rates Around the World, 2008 (Number of Births per 1,000 Population)

Source: Adapted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Birth_rate_figures_for_countries.PNG.

First, poor nations are usually agricultural ones. In agricultural societies, children
are an important economic resource, as a family will be more productive if it has
more children. This means that families will ordinarily try to have as many children
as possible. Second, infant and child mortality rates are high in these nations.
Because parents realize that one or more of their children may die before
adulthood, they have more children to “make up” for the anticipated deaths. A
third reason is that many parents in low-income nations prefer sons to daughters,
and, if a daughter is born, they “try again” for a son. Fourth, traditional gender
roles are often very strong in poor nations, and these roles include the belief that
women should be wives and mothers above all. With this ideology in place, it is not
surprising that women will have several children. Finally, contraception is
uncommon in poor nations. Without contraception, many more pregnancies and
births obviously occur. For all of these reasons, then, fertility is much higher in
poor nations than in rich nations.

Mortality and Death Rates

Mortality11 is the flip side of fertility and refers to the number of deaths.
Demographers measure it with the crude death rate12, the number of deaths for
every 1,000 people in a population in a given year. To determine the crude death
rate, the number of deaths is divided by the population size, and this result is then
multiplied by 1,000. In 2006 the United States had slightly more than 2.4 million

11. The number of deaths.

12. The number of deaths for every
1,000 people in a population in
a given year.
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deaths for a crude death rate of 8.1 deaths for every 1,000 persons. We call this a
“crude” death rate because the denominator, population size, consists of the total
population and does not take its age distribution into account. All things equal, a
society with a higher proportion of older people should have a higher crude death
rate. Demographers often calculate age-adjusted death rates that adjust for a
population’s age distribution.

Migration

Another demographic concept is migration13, the movement of people into and out
of specific regions. Since the dawn of human history, people have migrated in
search of a better life, and many have been forced to migrate by ethnic conflict or
the slave trade.

Several classifications of migration exist. When people move into a region, we call it
in-migration, or immigration; when they move out of a region, we call it out-migration,
or emigration. The in-migration rate is the number of people moving into a region for
every 1,000 people in the region, while the out-migration rate is the number of
people moving from the region for every 1,000 people. The difference between the
two is the net migration rate (in-migration minus out-migration).

Migration can also be either domestic or international in scope. Domestic migration
happens within a country’s national borders, as when retired people from the
northeastern United States move to Florida or the Southwest. International migration
happens across national borders. When international immigration is heavy, as it has
been into the United States and Western Europe in the last few decades, the effect
on population growth and other aspects of national life can be significant. Domestic
migration can also have a large impact. The great migration of African Americans
from the South into northern cities during the first half of the 20th century
changed many aspects of those cities’ lives (Berlin, 2010).Berlin, I. (2010). The making
of African America: The four great migrations. New York, NY: Viking. Meanwhile, the
movement during the past few decades of northerners into the South and
Southwest also had quite an impact: the housing market initially exploded, for
example, and traffic increased.

Population Growth

Now that you are familiar with some basic demographic concepts, we can discuss
population growth in more detail. Three of the factors just discussed determine
population growth: fertility (crude birth rate), mortality (crude death rate), and net
migration. The natural growth rate is simply the difference between the crude birth
rate and the crude death rate. The U.S. natural growth rate is about 0.6% (or 6 per13. The movement of people into

or out of specific regions.
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1,000 people) per year (Rosenberg, 2009).Rosenberg, M. (2009). Population growth
rates. Retrieved from http://geography.about.com/od/populationgeography/a/
populationgrow.htm When immigration is also taken into account, the total
population growth rate has been almost 1.0% per year (Jacobsen & Mather,
2010).Jacobsen, L. A., & Mather, M. (2010). U.S. economic and social trends since
2000. Population Bulletin, 65(1), 1–20.

Figure 14.10 "International Annual Population Growth Rates (%), 2005–2010"
depicts the annual population growth rate (including both natural growth and net
migration) of all the nations in the world. Note that many African nations are
growing by at least 3% per year or more, while most European nations are growing
by much less than 1% or are even losing population, as discussed earlier. Overall,
the world population is growing by about 80 million people annually.

Figure 14.10 International Annual Population Growth Rates (%), 2005–2010

Source: Adapted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Population_growth_rate_world_2005-2010_UN.PNG.

To determine how long it takes for a nation to double its population size, divide the
number 70 by its population growth rate. For example, if a nation has an annual
growth rate of 3%, it takes about 23.3 years (70 ÷ 3) for that nation’s population size
to double. As you can see from the map in Figure 14.10 "International Annual
Population Growth Rates (%), 2005–2010", several nations will see their population
size double in this time span if their annual growth continues at its present rate.
For these nations, population growth will be a serious problem if food and other
resources are not adequately distributed.
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Demographers use their knowledge of fertility, mortality, and migration trends to
make projections about population growth and decline several decades into the
future. Coupled with our knowledge of past population sizes, these projections
allow us to understand population trends over many generations. One clear pattern
emerges from the study of population growth. When a society is small, population
growth is slow because there are relatively few adults to procreate. But as the
number of people grows over time, so does the number of adults. More and more
procreation thus occurs every single generation, and population growth then soars
in a virtual explosion.

We saw evidence of this pattern when we looked at world population growth. When
agricultural societies developed some 12,000 years ago, only about 8 million people
occupied the planet. This number had reached about 300 million about 2,100 years
ago, and by the 15th century it was still only about 500 million. It finally reached 1
billion by about 1850 and by 1950, only a century later, had doubled to 2 billion. Just
50 years later it tripled to more than 6.8 billion, and it is projected to reach more
than 9 billion by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010)U.S. Census Bureau. (2010).
Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab (see
Figure 14.11 "Total World Population, 1950–2050").

Figure 14.11 Total World Population, 1950–2050
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Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

Eventually, however, population growth begins to level off after exploding, as
explained by demographic transition theory, discussed later. We see this in the bottom
half of Figure 14.11 "Total World Population, 1950–2050", which shows the average
annual growth rate for the world’s population. This rate has declined over the last
few decades and is projected to further decline over the next four decades. This
means that while the world’s population will continue to grow during the
foreseeable future, it will grow by a smaller rate as time goes by. As Figure 14.10
"International Annual Population Growth Rates (%), 2005–2010" suggested, the
growth that does occur will be concentrated in the poor nations in Africa and some
other parts of the world. Still, even there the average number of children a woman
has in her lifetime dropped from six a generation ago to about three today.

Past and projected sizes of the U.S. population appear in Figure 14.12 "Past and
Projected Size of the U.S. Population, 1950–2050 (in Millions)". The U.S. population
is expected to number about 440 million people by 2050.

Figure 14.12 Past and Projected Size of the U.S. Population, 1950–2050 (in Millions)

Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2010. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office. Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab.

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

14.2 Population 695

http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab


Figure 14.13

Thomas Malthus, an English
economist who lived about 200
years ago, wrote that population
increases geometrically while
food production increases only
arithmetically. These
understandings led him to
predict mass starvation.

Source:
http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/
File:Thomas_Robert_Malthus.jpg.

Views of Population Growth

Earlier we talked about the zero population growth movement and concern about
overpopulation that received so much attention a generation ago. Social observers
have actually worried about overpopulation since the 18th century.

One of the first to warn about population growth was
Thomas Malthus (1766–1834), an English economist,
who said that population increases geometrically (2, 4, 8,
16, 32, 64, 128, 256, 512, 1024…). If you expand this list of
numbers, you will see that they soon become
overwhelmingly large in just a few more “generations.”
Malthus (1798/1926)Malthus, T. R. (1926). First essay on
population. London, England: Macmillan. (Original work
published 1798) said that food production increases only
arithmetically (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6…) and thus could not hope
to keep up with the population increase, and he
predicted that mass starvation would be the dire result.

Fortunately, Malthus was wrong to some degree.
Although population levels have certainly soared, the
projections in Figure 14.11 "Total World Population,
1950–2050" show that the rate of increase is slowing.
Among other factors, the development of more effective
contraception, especially the birth control pill, has
limited population growth in the industrial world and,
increasingly, in poorer nations. Food production has
also increased by a much greater amount than Malthus
predicted, although, as noted earlier, hunger remains a
serious problem in poor nations because of inequalities
in food distribution.

Demographic Transition Theory

Other factors also explain why population growth has not risen at the geometric
rate that Malthus predicted and is even slowing. The view explaining the
interaction of these factors is called demographic transition theory14 (Weeks,
2008),Weeks, J. R. (2008). Population: An introduction to concepts and issues (10th ed.).
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. mentioned earlier. This theory links population growth to
the level of technological development across three stages of social evolution. In the
first stage, coinciding with preindustrial societies, the birth rate and death rate are
both high. The birth rate is high because of the lack of contraception and the
several other reasons cited earlier for high fertility rates, and the death rate is high

14. A theory that links population
growth to the level of
technological development
across three stages of social
evolution.
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because of disease, poor nutrition, lack of modern medicine, and other problems.
These two high rates cancel each other out, and little population growth occurs.

In the second stage, coinciding with the development of industrial societies, the
birth rate remains fairly high, owing to the lack of contraception and a continuing
belief in the value of large families, but the death rate drops because of several
factors, including increased food production, better sanitation, and improved
medicine. Because the birth rate remains high but the death rate drops, population
growth takes off dramatically.

In the third stage, the death rate remains low, but the birth rate finally drops as
families begin to realize that large numbers of children in an industrial economy
are more of a burden than an asset. Another reason for the drop is the availability
of effective contraception. As a result, population growth slows, and, as we saw
earlier, it has become quite low or even gone into a decline in several industrial
nations.

Demographic transition theory gives us reason to be cautiously optimistic
regarding the threat of overpopulation. As poor nations continue to
modernize—much as industrial nations did 200 years ago—their population growth
rates should start to decline. Still, population growth rates in poor nations continue
to be high, and, as the “Sociology Making a Difference” box discussed, inequalities
in food distribution allow rampant hunger to persist. Hundreds of thousands of
women die in poor nations each year during pregnancy and childbirth. Reduced
fertility would save their lives, in part because their bodies would be healthier if
their pregnancies were spaced farther apart (Schultz, 2008).Schultz, T. P. (2008).
Population policies, fertility, women’s human capital, and child quality. In T. P.
Schultz & J. Strauss (Eds.), Handbook of development economics (Vol. 4, pp. 3249–3303).
Amsterdam, Netherlands: North-Holland, Elsevier. Although world population
growth is slowing, then, it is still growing too rapidly in much of the developing and
least developed worlds. To reduce it further, more extensive family-planning
programs are needed, as is economic development in general.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Concern over population growth has declined for at least three reasons.
First, there is increasing recognition that the world has an adequate
supply of food. Second, people of color have charged that attempts to
limit population growth were aimed at their own populations. Third,
several European countries have actually experienced population
decline.

• To understand changes in the size and composition of population,
demographers use several concepts, including fertility and birth rates,
mortality and death rates, and migration.

• Demographic transition theory links population growth to the level of
technological development across three stages of social evolution. In
preindustrial societies, there is little population growth; in industrial
societies, population growth is high; and in later stages of industrial
societies, population growth slows.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Before you read this chapter, did you think that food scarcity was the
major reason for world hunger today? Why do you think a belief in food
scarcity is so common among Americans?

2. The text states that the average woman must have 2.1 children for a
society to avoid population decline. Some women wish to have no
children, some desire one or two children, and some prefer to have at
least three children. What do you think is the ideal number of children
for a woman to have? Explain your answer.
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14.3 Urbanization

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Discuss the views and methodology of the human ecology school.
2. Describe the major types of urban residents.
3. List four major issues and/or problems affecting U.S. cities today.

An important aspect of social change and population growth over the centuries has
been urbanization15, or the rise and growth of cities. Urbanization has had
important consequences for many aspects of social, political, and economic life
(Macionis & Parrillo, 2010).Macionis, J. J., & Parrillo, V. N. (2010). Cities and urban life
(5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

The earliest cities developed in ancient times after the rise of horticultural and
pastoral societies made it possible for people to stay in one place instead of having
to move around to find food. Because ancient cities had no sanitation facilities,
people typically left their garbage and human waste in the city streets or just
outside the city wall (which most cities had for protection from possible enemies);
this poor sanitation led to rampant disease and high death rates. Some cities
eventually developed better sanitation procedures, including, in Rome, a sewer
system (Smith, 2003).Smith, M. L. (Ed.). (2003). The social construction of ancient cities.
Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press.

Cities became more numerous and much larger during industrialization, as people
moved to be near factories and other sites of industrial production. First in Europe
and then in the United States, people crowded together as never before into living
conditions that were often decrepit. Lack of sanitation continued to cause rampant
disease, and death rates from cholera, typhoid, and other illnesses were high. In
addition, crime rates soared, and mob violence became quite common (Feldberg,
1998).Feldberg, M. (1998). Urbanization as a cause of violence: Philadelphia as a test
case. In A. F. Davis & M. H. Haller (Eds.), The peoples of Philadelphia: A history of ethnic
groups and lower-class life, 1790–1940 (pp. 53–69). Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press.

Views of the City

Are cities good or bad? We asked a similar question—is modernization good or
bad?—earlier in this chapter, and the answer here is similar as well: cities are both15. The rise and growth of cities.
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Figure 14.14

During the early 20th century,
social scientists at the University
of Chicago began to study urban
life in general and life in Chicago
in particular. Although some of
these scholars were very
dismayed by the negative aspects
of city life, other scholars
emphasized several positive
aspects of city life.

Source:
http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/
File:Downtown_Chicago_Illinois_
Nov05_img_2685.jpg.

good and bad. They are sites of innovation, high culture, population diversity, and
excitement, but they are also sites of high crime, impersonality, and other
problems.

In the early 20th century, a group of social scientists at
the University of Chicago established a research agenda
on cities that is still influential today (Bulmer,
1984).Bulmer, M. (1984). The Chicago school of sociology:
Institutionalization, diversity, and the rise of sociological
research. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. Most
notably, they began to study the effects of urbanization
on various aspects of city residents’ lives in what came
to be called the human ecology school16 (Park, Burgess,
& McKenzie, 1925).Park, R. E., Burgess, E. W., &
McKenzie, R. (1925). The city. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press. One of their innovations was to divide
Chicago into geographical regions, or zones, and to
analyze crime rates and other behavioral differences
among the zones. They found that crime rates were
higher in the inner zone, or central part of the city,
where housing was crowded and poverty was common,
and were lower in the outer zones, or the outer edges of
the city, where houses were spread farther apart and
poverty was much lower. Because they found these
crime rate differences over time even as the ethnic
backgrounds of people in these zones changed, they
assumed that the social and physical features of the
neighborhoods were affecting their crime rates (Shaw &
McKay, 1942).Shaw, C. R., & McKay, H. D. (1942). Juvenile
delinquency and urban areas. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press. Their work is still useful today, as it helps
us realize that the social environment, broadly defined, can affect our attitudes and
behavior. This theme, of course, lies at the heart of the sociological perspective.

Urbanism and Tolerance

One of the most notable Chicago sociologists was Louis Wirth (1897–1952), who, in a
well-known essay entitled “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (Wirth, 1938),Wirth, L.
(1938). Urbanism as a way of life. American Journal of Sociology, 44, 3–24. discussed
several differences between urban and rural life. In one such difference, he said that
urban residents are more tolerant than rural residents of nontraditional attitudes,
behaviors, and lifestyles, in part because they are much more exposed than rural
residents to these nontraditional ways. Supporting Wirth’s hypothesis,

16. The study by early University
of Chicago sociologists of the
effects of urbanization on
various aspects of city
residents’ lives.
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contemporary research finds that urban residents indeed hold more tolerant views
on several kinds of issues (Moore & Ovadia, 2006).Moore, L. M., & Ovadia, S. (2006).
Accounting for spatial variation in tolerance: The effects of education and religion.
Social Forces, 84(4), 2205–2222.

Life in U.S. Cities

Life in U.S. cities today reflects the dual view just outlined. On the one hand, many
U.S. cities are vibrant places, filled with museums and other cultural attractions,
nightclubs, theaters, and restaurants and populated by people from many walks of
life and from varied racial and ethnic and national backgrounds. Many college
graduates flock to cities, not only for their employment opportunities but also for
their many activities and the sheer excitement of living in a metropolis. On the
other hand, many U.S. cities are also filled with abject poverty, filth and dilapidated
housing, high crime rates, traffic gridlock, and dirty air. Many Americans would live
nowhere but a city, and many would live anywhere but a city. Cities arouse strong
opinions pro and con, and for good reason, because there are many things both to
like and to dislike about cities.

Types of Urban Residents

The quality of city life depends on many factors, but one of the most important
factors is a person’s social background: social class, race and ethnicity, gender, age,
and sexual orientation. As earlier chapters documented, these dimensions of our
social backgrounds often yield many kinds of social inequalities, and the quality of
life that city residents enjoy depends heavily on these dimensions. For example,
residents who are white and wealthy have the money and access to enjoy the best
that cities have to offer, while those who are poor and of color typically experience
the worst aspects of city life. Because of fear of rape and sexual assault, women
often feel more constrained than men from traveling freely throughout a city and
being out late at night; older people also often feel more constrained because of
physical limitations and fear of muggings; and gays and lesbians are still subject to
physical assaults stemming from homophobia. The type of resident we are, then, in
terms of our sociodemographic profile affects what we experience in the city and
whether that experience is positive or negative.

This brief profile of city residents obscures other kinds of differences among
residents regarding their lifestyles and experiences. A classic typology of urban
dwellers by sociologist Herbert Gans (1962)Gans, H. J. (1962). The urban villagers:
Group and class in the life of Italian-Americans. New York, NY: Free Press. is still useful
today in helping to understand the variety of lives found in cities. Gans identified
five types of city residents.
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The first type is cosmopolites. These are people who live in a city because of its
cultural attractions, restaurants, and other features of the best that a city has to
offer. Cosmopolites include students, writers, musicians, and intellectuals.
Unmarried and childless individuals and couples are the second type; they live in a
city to be near their jobs and to enjoy the various kinds of entertainment found in
most cities. If and when they marry or have children, respectively, many migrate to
the suburbs to raise their families. The third type is ethnic villagers, who are recent
immigrants and members of various ethnic groups who live among each other in
certain neighborhoods. These neighborhoods tend to have strong social bonds and
more generally a strong sense of community. Gans wrote that all of these three
types generally find the city inviting rather than alienating and have positive
experiences far more often than negative ones.

In contrast, two final types of residents find the city alienating and experience a low
quality of life. The first of these two types, and the fourth overall, is the deprived.
These are people with low levels of formal education who live in poverty or near-
poverty and are unemployed, are underemployed, or work at low wages. They live
in neighborhoods filled with trash, broken windows, and other signs of disorder.
They commit high rates of crime and also have high rates of victimization by crime.
The final type is the trapped. These are residents who, as their name implies, might
wish to leave their neighborhoods but are unable to do so for several reasons: they
may be alcoholics or drug addicts, they may be elderly and disabled, or they may be
jobless and cannot afford to move to a better area.

Problems of City Life

By definition, cities consist of very large numbers of people living in a relatively
small amount of space. Some of these people have a good deal of money, but many
people, and in some cities most people, have very little money. Cities must provide
many kinds of services for all their residents, and certain additional services for
their poorer residents. These basic facts of city life make for common sets of
problems affecting cities throughout the nation, albeit to varying degrees, with
some cities less able than others to address these problems.

One evident problem is fiscal: cities typically have serious difficulties in paying for
basic services such as policing, public education, trash removal, street maintenance,
and, in cold climates, snow removal, and in providing certain services for their
residents who are poor or disabled or who have other conditions. The fiscal
difficulties that cities routinely face became even more serious with the onset of the
nation’s deep recession in 2009, as the term fiscal crisis became a more accurate
description of the harsh financial realities that cities were now facing (McNichol,
2009).McNichol, D. A. (2009, May 1). Revenue loss putting cities in fiscal vise. The
New York Times, p. NJ1.
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Figure 14.15

Cities experience many kinds of
problems, and crowding is one of
them. People who live amid
crowding are more likely to
experience stress and depression
and to engage in aggressive
behavior or be victimized by it.

© Thinkstock

Another problem is crowding. Cities are crowded in at
least two ways. The first involves residential crowding:
large numbers of people living in a small amount of
space. City streets are filled with apartment buildings,
condominiums, row houses, and other types of housing,
and many people live on any one city block. The second
type of crowding is household crowding: dwelling units in
cities are typically small because of lack of space, and
much smaller than houses in suburbs or rural areas.
This forces many people to live in close quarters within
a particular dwelling unit. Either type of crowding is
associated with higher levels of stress, depression, and
aggression (Regoeczi, 2008).Regoeczi, W. C. (2008).
Crowding in context: An examination of the differential
responses of men and women to high-density living
environments. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 49,
254–268.

A third problem involves housing. Here there are two
related issues. Much urban housing is substandard and
characterized by such problems as broken windows, malfunctioning heating
systems, peeling paint, and insect infestation. At the same time, adequate housing is
not affordable for many city residents, as housing prices in cities can be very high,
and the residents’ incomes are typically very low. Cities thus have a great need for
adequate, affordable housing.

A fourth problem is traffic. Gridlock occurs in urban areas, not rural ones, because
of the sheer volume of traffic and the sheer number of intersections controlled by
traffic lights or stop signs. Some cities have better public transportation than
others, but traffic and commuting are problems that urban residents experience
every day (see the “Learning From Other Societies” box).
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Learning From Other Societies

Trains, Not Planes (or Cars): The Promise of High-Speed Rail

One of the costs of urbanization and modern life is traffic. Our streets and
highways are clogged with motor vehicles, and two major consequences of so
much traffic are air pollution and tens of thousands of deaths and injuries from
vehicular accidents. One way that many other nations, including China,
Germany, Japan, and Spain, have tried to lessen highway traffic in recent
decades is through the construction of high-speed rail lines. According to one
news report, the U.S. rail system “remains a caboose” compared to the high-
speed system found in much of the rest of the world (Knowlton, 2009, p.
A16).Knowlton, B. (2009, April 16). Obama seeks high-speed rail system across
U.S. The New York Times, p. A16. Japan has one line that averages 180 mph, while
Europe’s high-speed trains average 130 mph, with some exceeding 200 mph.
These speeds are far faster than the 75 mph typical of Amtrak’s speediest Acela
line in the northeastern United States, which must usually go much more
slowly than its top speed of 150 mph because of inferior tracking and
interference by other trains. Although the first so-called bullet train appeared
in Japan about 40 years ago, the United States does not yet have even one such
train.

The introduction of high-speed rail in other nations was obviously meant to
reduce highway traffic and, in turn, air pollution and vehicular injuries and
deaths. Another goal was to reduce air traffic between cities, as high-speed
trains emit only one-fourth the carbon dioxide per passengers as planes do
while transporting eight times as many passengers in a given distance (Burnett,
2009).Burnett, V. (2009, May 29). Europe’s travels with high-speed rail hold
lessons for U.S. planners; The Spanish experience has been transformative but
far from inexpensive. International Herald Tribune, p. 16. A final goal was to aid
the national economies of the nations that introduced high-speed rail. The
evidence indicates that these goals have been accomplished.

For example, Spain built its first high-speed line, between Madrid and Seville,
in 1992 and now has rail reaching about 1,200 miles between its north and
south coasts. The rail network has increased travel for work and leisure and
thus helped Spain’s economy. The high-speed trains are also being used instead
of planes by the vast majority of people who travel between Madrid and either
Barcelona or Seville.
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China, the world’s most populous nation but far from the richest, has recently
opened, or plans to open during the next few years, several dozen high-speed
rail lines. Its fastest train averages more than 200 mph and travels 664 miles
between two cities, Guangzhou and Wuhan, in just over 3 hours. The Acela
takes longer to travel between Boston and New York, a distance of only 215
miles. A news report summarized the economic benefits for China:

Indeed, the web of superfast trains promises to make China even more
economically competitive, connecting this vast country—roughly the same size
as the United States—as never before, much as the building of the Interstate
highway system increased productivity and reduced costs in America a half-
century ago. (Bradsher, 2010, p. B1)Bradsher, K. (2010, February 12). China sees
growth engine in a web of fast trains. The New York Times, p. B1.

In April 2009 President Barack Obama announced that $8 billion in federal
stimulus funding would be made available for the construction of high-speed
rail lines in certain parts of the United States to connect cities between 100 and
600 miles apart. The president said,

Imagine whisking through towns at speeds over 100 miles an hour, walking
only a few steps to public transportation, and ending up just blocks from your
destination. It is happening right now; it’s been happening for decades. The
problem is, it’s been happening elsewhere, not here. (Knowlton,
2009)Knowlton, B. (2009, April 16). Obama seeks high-speed rail system across
U.S. The New York Times, p. A16.

As large as it is, the $8 billion figure announced by Obama pales in comparison
with an estimated $140 billion that Spain plans to further spend on high-speed
rail during the next decade, and a system of high-speed rail in the United States
will cost more than even this expenditure. Despite the huge expense of high-
speed rail, the positive experience of other nations that are using it suggests
that the United States will benefit in many ways from following their example.
If it does not do so, said one scholar, “the American preference for clogged-up
highways and airports will make the country look so old, so 20th-century-ish.
So behind the times” (Kennedy, 2010).Kennedy, P. (2010, January 4). A
trainspotter’s guide to the future of the world. The New York Times. Retrieved
from http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/05/opinion/05iht-
edkennedy.html?scp=1&sq=A%20trainspotter’s%20guide%20to%20the%20future
%20of%20the%20world&st=cse
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A related problem is pollution. Traffic creates pollution from motor vehicles’ exhaust
systems, and some cities have factories and other enterprises that also pollute. As a
result, air quality in cities is substandard, and the poor quality of air in cities has
been linked to respiratory and heart disease and higher mortality rates (Stylianou &
Nicolich, 2009).Stylianou, M., & Nicolich, M. J. (2009). Cumulative effects and
threshold levels in air pollution mortality: Data analysis of nine large US cities using
the NMMAPS dataset. Environmental Pollution, 157, 2216–2223.

Yet another issue for cities is the state of their public education. Many city schools
are housed in old buildings that, like much city housing, are falling apart. City
schools are notoriously underfunded and lack current textbooks, adequate science
equipment, and other instructional materials (see Chapter 12 "Education and
Religion").

Although cities have many additional problems, crime is an appropriate one with
which to end this section because of its importance. Simply put, cities have much
higher rates of violent and property crime than do small towns or rural areas. For
example, the violent crime rate (number of crimes per 100,000 residents) in 2008
was 489 for the nation’s largest cities, compared to only 205 for rural counties. The
property crime rate in the largest cities was 3,352 crimes per 100,000, compared to
only 1,681 in rural counties (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2009).Federal Bureau
of Investigation. (2009). Crime in the United States: 2008. Washington, DC: Author.
Crime rates in large cities are thus two to three times higher than those in rural
counties.

Global Urbanization

Urbanization varies around the world. In general, wealthy nations are more urban
than poor nations (see Figure 14.16 "Percentage of Population Living in Urban
Areas, 2005"), thanks in large part to the latter’s rural economies. This variation,
however, obscures the fact that the world is becoming increasingly urban overall. In
1950, less than one-third of the world’s population lived in cities or towns; in 2008,
more than half the population lived in cities or towns, representing the first time in
history that a majority of people were not living in rural areas (United Nations
Population Fund, 2007).United Nations Population Fund. (2007). Linking population,
poverty, and development. Urbanization: A majority in cities. Retrieved from
http://www.unfpa.org/pds/urbanization.htm By 2030, almost two-thirds of the
world’s population is projected to live in urban areas.
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Figure 14.16 Percentage of Population Living in Urban Areas, 2005

Source: Adapted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Urban_population_in_2005_world_map.PNG.

The number of urban residents will increase rapidly in the years ahead, especially
in Africa and Asia as people in these continents’ nations move to urban areas and as
their populations continue to grow through natural fertility. Fertility is a special
problem in this regard for two reasons. First, and as we saw earlier, women in poor
nations have higher fertility rates for several reasons. Second, poorer nations have
very high proportions of young people, and these high rates mean that many births
occur because of the large number of women in their childbearing years.

This trend poses both opportunities and challenges for poorer nations. The
opportunities are many. Jobs are more plentiful in cities than in rural areas and
incomes are higher, and services such as health care and schooling are easier to
deliver because people are living more closely together. In another advantage,
women in poorer nations generally fare better in cities than in rural areas in terms
of education and employment possibilities (United Nations Population Fund,
2007).United Nations Population Fund. (2007). Linking population, poverty, and
development. Urbanization: A majority in cities. Retrieved from
http://www.unfpa.org/pds/urbanization.htm

But there are also many challenges. In the major cities of poor nations, homeless
children live in the streets as beggars, and many people lack necessities and
conveniences that urban dwellers in industrial nations take for granted. As the
United Nations Population Fund (2007)United Nations Population Fund. (2007).
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Linking population, poverty, and development. Urbanization: A majority in cities.
Retrieved from http://www.unfpa.org/pds/urbanization.htm warns, “One billion
people live in urban slums, which are typically overcrowded, polluted and
dangerous, and lack basic services such as clean water and sanitation.” The rapid
urbanization of poor nations will compound the many problems these nations
already have, just as the rapid urbanization in the industrial world more than a
century ago led to the disease and other problems discussed earlier. As cities grow
rapidly in poor nations, moreover, these nations’ poverty makes them ill equipped
to meet the challenges of urbanization. Helping these nations meet the needs of
their cities remains a major challenge for the world community in the years ahead.
In this regard, the United Nations Population Fund (United Nations Population
Fund, 2007)United Nations Population Fund. (2007). Linking population, poverty,
and development. Urbanization: A majority in cities. Retrieved from
http://www.unfpa.org/pds/urbanization.htm urges particular attention to housing:

Addressing the housing needs of the poor will be critical. A roof and an address in a
habitable area are the first step to a better life. Improving access to basic social and
health services, including reproductive health care, for poor people in urban slums
is also critical to breaking the cycle of poverty.

Rural Life and Rural Problems

Before we leave the topic of cities and urbanization, it is important to note that
one-fourth of the U.S. population and more than 40% of the world population
continue to live in rural areas. The dual view of cities presented in this section also
applies to rural areas but does so in a sort of mirror image: the advantages of cities
are often disadvantages for rural areas, and the disadvantages of cities are often
advantages of rural areas.

On the positive side, and focusing on the United States, rural areas obviously
feature much more open space and less crowding. Their violent and property crime
rates are much lower than those in large cities, as we have seen. The air is cleaner
because there is less traffic and fewer factories and other facilities that emit
pollution. On the negative side, rural areas are often poor and lack the services,
employment opportunities, and leisure activities that cities have. Teens often
complain of boredom, and drug and alcohol use can be high. Rural schools are often
small and poorly equipped. As Chapter 13 "Health and Medicine" noted, rural areas
often lack sufficient numbers of health-care professionals and high-quality
hospitals and medical clinics. The long distances that people must travel make it
even more difficult for individuals with health problems to receive adequate
medical care.
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In a problem that only recently has been recognized, rural women who experience
domestic violence find it especially difficult to get help and/or to leave their
abusers. Rural police may be unenlightened about domestic violence and may even
know the abuser; for either reason, they may not consider his violence a crime.
Battered women’s shelters are also much less common in rural areas than in cities,
and battered women in rural areas often lack neighbors and friends to whom they
can turn for support. For all of these reasons, rural women who experience
domestic violence face a problem that has been called “dangerous exits”
(DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2009).DeKeseredy, W. S., & Schwartz, M. D. (2009).
Dangerous exits: Escaping abusive relationships in rural America. New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• A double-edged view of cities has long existed in sociology. In the early
20th century, social scientists at the University of Chicago adopted Émile
Durkheim’s more positive view of urbanization.

• Social inequality based on social class, race and ethnicity, gender, age,
and sexual orientation affects the quality of urban experiences. In
addition to differences in their sociodemographic profiles, city residents
differ in other ways. Herbert Gans identified several types of urban
dwellers: cosmopolites, unmarried and childless, ethnic villagers,
deprived, and trapped.

• Major issues and problems confronting U.S. cities today include those
involving fiscal difficulties, crowding, housing, traffic, pollution, public
education, and crime.

• Cities are rapidly growing in poor nations, and this type of urbanization
poses many challenges that these nations are unable to meet because of
their poverty and other difficulties.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. If you had your preference, would you want to eventually live in a large
city, medium-sized city, small town, or rural area? Explain your answer.

2. Americans often seem to blame city residents for many of the problems
affecting U.S. cities today, including low academic achievement and run-
down conditions in city schools and crime in the streets. Do you think it
is fair to blame city residents for these problems, or are there other
reasons for them? Explain your answer.
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14.4 Social Movements

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. List the major types of social movements.
2. Explain the micro and macro factors that lead to the rise of social

movements.
3. Describe the stages of the life cycle of social movements.

Social movements in the United States and other nations have been great forces for
social change. At the same time, governments and other opponents have often tried
to thwart the movements’ efforts. To understand how and why social change
happens, we have to understand why movements begin, how they succeed and fail,
and what impact they may have.

Understanding Social Movements

To begin this understanding, we first need to understand what social movements
are. A social movement17 may be defined as an organized effort by a large number
of people to bring about or impede social change. Defined in this way, social
movements might sound similar to special-interest groups, and they do have some
things in common. But a major difference between social movements and special-
interest groups lies in the nature of their actions. Special-interest groups normally
work within the system via conventional political activities such as lobbying and
election campaigning. In contrast, social movements often work outside the system
by engaging in various kinds of protest, including demonstrations, picket lines, sit-
ins, and sometimes outright violence.

17. An organized effort by a large
number of people to bring
about or impede social change.
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Figure 14.17

Social movements are organized
efforts by large numbers of
people to bring about or impede
social change. Often they try to
do so by engaging in various
kinds of protest, such as the
march depicted here.

© Thinkstock

Conceived in this way, the efforts of social movements
amount to “politics by other means,” with these “other
means” made necessary because movements lack the
resources and access to the political system that interest
groups typically enjoy (D. A. Snow & Soule, 2009).Snow,
D. A., & Soule, S. A. (2009). A primer on social movements.
New York, NY: W. W. Norton.

Types of Social Movements

Sociologists identify several types of social movements
according to the nature and extent of the change they
seek. This typology helps us understand the differences
among the many kinds of social movements that existed
in the past and continue to exist today (D. A. Snow &
Soule, 2009).Snow, D. A., & Soule, S. A. (2009). A primer on
social movements. New York, NY: W. W. Norton.

One of the most common and important types of social
movements is the reform movement, which seeks
limited, though still significant, changes in some aspect
of a nation’s political, economic, or social systems. It
does not try to overthrow the existing government but
rather works to improve conditions within the existing
regime. Some of the most important social movements
in U.S. history have been reform movements. These
include the abolitionist movement preceding the Civil War, the woman suffrage
movement that followed the Civil War, the labor movement, the Southern civil
rights movement, the Vietnam antiwar movement, the contemporary women’s
movement, the gay rights movement, and the environmental movement.

A revolutionary movement goes one large step further than a reform movement in
seeking to overthrow the existing government and to bring about a new one and
even a new way of life. Revolutionary movements were common in the past and
were responsible for the world’s great revolutions in Russia, China, and several
other nations. Reform and revolutionary movements are often referred to as
political movements because the changes they seek are political in nature.

Another type of political movement is the reactionary movement, so named because
it tries to block social change or to reverse social changes that have already been
achieved. The antiabortion movement is a contemporary example of a reactionary
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Figure 14.18

One type of social movement is
the self-help movement. As its
name implies, the goal of a self-
help movement is to help people
improve their personal lives.
These tokens are used at
meetings of Alcoholics
Anonymous, which is an example
of a group involved in a self-help
movement.

Source: Photo courtesy of Chris
Yarzab, http://www.flickr.com/
photos/chrisyarzab/4687962584.

movement, as it arose after the U.S. Supreme Court legalized most abortions in Roe
v. Wade (1973) and seeks to limit or eliminate the legality of abortion.

Two other types of movements are self-help movements
and religious movements. As their name implies, self-
help movements involve people trying to improve
aspects of their personal lives; examples of self-help
groups include Alcoholics Anonymous and Weight
Watchers. Religious movements aim to reinforce
religious beliefs among their members and to convert
other people to these beliefs. Early Christianity was
certainly a momentous religious movement, and other
groups that are part of a more general religious
movement today include the various religious cults
discussed in Chapter 12 "Education and Religion".
Sometimes self-help and religious movements are
difficult to distinguish from each other because some
self-help groups emphasize religious faith as a vehicle
for achieving personal transformation.

The Origins of Social Movements

To understand how and why social movements begin,
we need answers to two related questions. First, what
are the social, economic, and political conditions that
give rise to social movements? They do not arise in a
vacuum, and certain macro problems in society must
exist for movements to begin. Second, once social
movements do begin, why are some individuals more
likely than others to take part in them? Answers to this
question usually focus on personality and other micro
factors. We will start with these micro factors and then
turn to the macro conditions that make movements possible in the first place.

Micro Factors: Emphasis on the Individual

Over the years social scientists have tried to explain why some individuals are more
likely than others to join social movements. Their explanations center on several
factors.
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The Question of Irrationality

One issue is whether social movement involvement is rational or irrational. Early
thinkers such as Gustave LeBon (1841–1931), a French intellectual, thought that
social movement involvement and, more generally, crowd behavior were the
product of irrational impulses. Writing in the wake of the French Revolution of 1789,
these thinkers worried that social order was breaking down. LeBon in particular
blamed crowds for turning normally rational individuals into irrational and
emotional actors who are virtually hypnotized by the crowd’s mind-set. American
sociologists early in the 20th century adopted LeBon’s view. In so doing, they
viewed social movement participation as more expressive, or emotional, than
instrumental, or directed at achieving specific goals (Rule, 1988).Rule, J. B. (1988).
Theories of civil violence. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Just after the mid-20th century, Ralph H. Turner and Lewis M. Killian (1957)Turner,
R. H., & Killian, L. M. (1957). Collective behavior. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
presented their emergent norm view of collective behavior, which downplayed the
irrationality emphasized in earlier formulations. According to Turner and Killian,
when people start interacting in collective behavior, they are not sure initially how
they are supposed to behave. As they discuss their potential behavior and other
related matters, norms governing their behavior emerge, and social order and
rationality then guide behavior. Adopting this view, most sociologists today feel
that people taking part in social movements are indeed acting rationally and
instrumentally, not just expressively. Although they have emotions, that does not
mean their behavior is any less rational or political (D. A. Snow & Soule, 2009).Snow,
D. A., & Soule, S. A. (2009). A primer on social movements. New York, NY: W. W. Norton.

Relative Deprivation

Another important line of thought has centered on relative deprivation18, or the
feeling by individuals that they are deprived relative to some other group or to
some ideal state they have not reached. This view was popularized by James C.
Davies (1962)Davies, J. C. (1962). Toward a theory of revolution. American Sociological
Review, 27, 5–19. and Ted Robert Gurr (1970),Gurr, T. R. (1970). Why men rebel.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. both of whom built upon the earlier
work of social psychologists who had studied frustration and aggression. When a
deprived group perceives that social conditions are improving, wrote Davies, they
become hopeful that their lives are getting better. But if these conditions stop
improving, they become frustrated and more apt to turn to protest, collective
violence, and other social movement activity. Both Davies and Gurr emphasized
that people’s feelings of being relatively deprived were more important for their
involvement in collective behavior than their level of actual deprivation.

18. The feeling by individuals that
they are deprived relative to
some other group or to some
ideal state they have not
reached.
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Relative deprivation theory was initially very popular, but scholars later pointed
out that frustration often does not lead to protest, as people can instead blame
themselves for the deprivation they feel and thus not protest (Gurney & Tierney,
1982).Gurney, J. N., & Tierney, K. J. (1982). Relative deprivation and social
movements: A critical look at twenty years of theory and research. Sociological
Quarterly, 23, 33–47. Scholars who favor the theory point out that people will
ordinarily not take part in social movements unless they feel deprived, even if
many who do feel deprived do not take part (Snow & Oliver, 1995).Snow, D. E., &
Oliver, P. E. (1995). Social movements and collective behavior: Social psychological
dimensions and considerations. In K. S. Cook, G. A. Fine, & J. S. House (Eds.),
Sociological perspectives on social psychology (pp. 571–599). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Social Isolation Versus Social Attachments

A final micro issue has been whether the individuals participating in social
movements are isolated from society or very much a part of it. Are they loners, or
are they involved in social networks of friends, coworkers, and others? In his
influential book The Politics of Mass Society, William Kornhauser (1959)Kornhauser,
W. (1959). The politics of mass society. New York, NY: Free Press. wrote that because
modern societies are impersonal with weak social ties, individuals who are loners
become involved in social movements to provide them the friendships and social
bonding they otherwise lack. Kornhauser’s mass society theory19 was popular for a
time, but much research finds that the people who join social movements are in fact
very much a part of society instead of loners. They have many friends and belong to
several organizations, and these friendship and organizational ties help “pull” them
into social movements.

Macro Factors: Emphasis on Social Structure

Structural explanations of social movements try to understand why social
movements are more likely to arise in some historical periods and locations than in
others. In effect, they try to show how certain social, economic, and political
conditions give rise to social movements. We discuss some of these explanations
here.

Smelser’s Structural-Strain Theory

One of the most popular and influential structural explanations is Neil Smelser’s
(1963)Smelser, N. J. (1963). Theory of collective behavior. New York, NY: Free Press.
structural-strain theory20. Smelser wrote that social movements and other
collective behavior occur when several conditions are present. One of these
conditions is structural strain, which refers to problems in society that cause people
to be angry and frustrated. Without such structural strain, people would not have

19. William Kornhauser’s view that
social isolation prompts
involvement in collective
behavior and social
movements.

20. Neil Smelser’s view that social
movements and other
collective behavior occur and
persist when six conditions are
present: structural
conduciveness, structural
strain, generalized beliefs,
precipitating factors,
mobilization for action, and
weak social control.
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Figure 14.19

During the 1960s, several urban
riots began when police were
rumored to have unjustly
arrested or beaten someone.

Source: Photo courtesy of Anna
Tesar, http://www.flickr.com/
photos/spanner/3029425939.

any reason to protest, and social movements do not arise. Another condition is
generalized beliefs, which are people’s reasons for why conditions are so bad and
their solutions to improve them. If people decide that the conditions they dislike
are their own fault, they will decide not to protest. Similarly, if they decide that
protest will not improve these conditions, they again will not protest. A third
condition is the existence of precipitating factors, or sudden events that ignite
collective behavior. In the 1960s, for example, several urban riots started when
police were rumored to have unjustly arrested or beaten someone. Although
conditions in inner cities were widely perceived as unfair and even oppressive, it
took this type of police behavior to ignite people to riot.

Smelser’s theory became very popular because it
pointed to several factors that must hold true before
social movements and other forms of collective
behavior occur. At the same time, collective behavior
does not always occur when his factors do hold true.
The theory has also been criticized for being a bit vague;
for example, it does not say how much strain a society
must have for collective behavior to take place (Rule,
1988).Rule, J. B. (1988). Theories of civil violence. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Resource Mobilization Theory

Resource mobilization theory21 is a general name
given to several related views of social movements that
arose in the 1970s (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Oberschall,
1973; Tilly, 1978).McCarthy, J. D., & Zald, M. N. (1977).
Resource mobilization and social movements: A partial
theory. American Journal of Sociology, 82, 1212–1241;
Oberschall, A. (1973). Social conflict and social movements.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall; Tilly, C. (1978). From mobilization to revolution.
Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. This theory assumes that social movement activity is
a rational response to unsatisfactory conditions in society. Because these conditions
always exist, so does discontent with them. Despite such constant discontent,
people protest only rarely. If this is so, these conditions and associated discontent
cannot easily explain why people turn to social movements. What is crucial instead
are efforts by social movement leaders to mobilize the resources—most notably,
time, money, and energy—of the population and to direct them into effective
political action. Also important are political opportunities for action that arise when,
say, a government weakens because of an economic or foreign crisis (D. A. Snow &
Soule, 2009).Snow, D. A., & Soule, S. A. (2009). A primer on social movements. New
York, NY: W. W. Norton.

21. The view that social
movements are a rational
response to perceived
grievances and that they arise
from efforts by social
movement leaders to mobilize
the resources, especially the
time, money, and energy, of
aggrieved peoples and to direct
them into effective political
action.

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

14.4 Social Movements 715

http://www.flickr.com/photos/spanner/3029425939
http://www.flickr.com/photos/spanner/3029425939


Resource mobilization theory has been very influential since its inception in the
1970s. However, critics say it underestimates the importance of harsh social
conditions and discontent for the rise of social movement activity. Conditions can
and do worsen, and when they do so, they prompt people to engage in collective
behavior. As just one example, cuts in higher education spending and steep
increases in tuition prompted students to protest on campuses in California and
several other states in late 2009 and early 2010 (Rosenhall, 2010).Rosenhall, L. (2010,
February 28). Education protests on tap this week in California. The Sacramento Bee,
p. 1A. Critics also say that resource mobilization theory neglects the importance of
emotions in social movement activity by depicting social movement actors as cold,
calculated, and unemotional (Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2004).Goodwin, J., Jasper,
J. M., & Polletta, F. (2004). Emotional dimensions of social movements. In D. A. Snow,
S. A. Soule, & H. Kriesi (Eds.), The Blackwell companion to social movements (pp.
413–432). Malden, MA: Blackwell. This picture is simply not true, critics say, and
they further argue that social movement actors can be both emotional and rational
at the same time, just as people are in many other kinds of pursuits.

The Life Cycle of Social Movements

Although the many past and present social movements around the world differ
from each other in many ways, they all generally go through a life cycle marked by
several stages that have long been recognized (Blumer, 1969).Blumer, H. (1969).
Collective behavior. In A. M. Lee (Ed.), Principles of sociology (pp. 165–221). New York,
NY: Barnes and Noble.

Stage 1 is emergence. This stage is obviously when social movements begin for one or
more of the reasons indicated in the previous section. Stage 2 is coalescence. At this
stage a movement and its leaders must decide how they will recruit new members
and they must determine the strategies they will use to achieve their goals. They
also may use the news media to win favorable publicity and to convince the public
of the justness of their cause. Stage 3 is institutionalization or bureaucratization. As a
movement grows, it often tends to become bureaucratized, as paid leaders and a
paid staff replace the volunteers that began the movement. It also means that clear
lines of authority develop, as they do in any bureaucracy. More attention is also
devoted to fund-raising. As movement organizations bureaucratize, they may well
reduce their effectiveness by turning from the disruptive activities that succeeded
in the movement’s earlier stages to more conventional activity by working within
the system instead of outside it (Piven & Cloward, 1979).Piven, F. F., & Cloward, R. A.
(1979). Poor people’s movements: Why they succeed, how they fail. New York, NY: Vintage
Books. At the same time, if movements do not bureaucratize to at least some
degree, they may lose their focus and not have enough money to keep on going.
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Figure 14.20

Political repression sometimes
leads a social movement to
decline or end altogether. The
mass slaughter by Chinese troops
of students in Tiananmen Square
in June 1989 ended a wave of
student protests in that nation.

Source:
http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:200401-beijing-tianan-
square-overview.jpg.

Stage 4 is the decline of a social movement. Social
movements eventually decline for one or more of many
reasons. Sometimes they achieve their goals and
naturally cease because there is no more reason to
continue. More often, however, they decline because
they fail. Both the lack of money and loss of enthusiasm
among a movement’s members may lead to a
movement’s decline, and so might factionalism, or strong
divisions of opinion within a movement. The
government may also “co-opt” a movement by granting
it small, mostly symbolic concessions that reduce
people’s discontent but leave the conditions that
originally motivated their activism largely intact. As
noted earlier, movements also may decline because of
government repression.

How Social Movements Make a Difference

By definition, social movements often operate outside of
the political system by engaging in protest. Their rallies,
demonstrations, sit-ins, and silent vigils are often difficult to ignore. With the aid of
news media coverage, these events often throw much attention on the problem or
grievance at the center of the protest and bring pressure to bear on the government
agencies, corporations, or other targets of the protest.

As noted earlier, there are many examples of profound changes brought about by
social movements throughout U.S. history (Amenta, Caren, Chiarello, & Sue, 2010;
Meyer, 2007; Piven, 2006).Amenta, E., Caren, N., Chiarello, E., & Sue, Y. (2010). The
political consequences of social movements. Annual Review of Sociology, 36, 287–307;
Meyer, D. S. (2007). The politics of protest: Social movements in America. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press; Piven, F. F. (2006). Challenging authority: How ordinary people
change America. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. The abolitionist movement
called attention to the evils of slavery and increased public abhorrence for that
“peculiar institution.” The woman suffrage movement after the Civil War
eventually won women the right to vote with the ratification of the 19th
Amendment in 1920. The labor movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries
established the minimum wage, the 40-hour workweek, and the right to strike. The
civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s ended legal segregation in the South,
while the Vietnam antiwar movement of the 1960s and 1970s helped increase public
opposition to that war and bring it to a close. The contemporary women’s
movement has won many rights in social institutions throughout American society,
while the gay rights movement has done the same for gays and lesbians. Another
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contemporary movement is the environmental movement, which has helped win
legislation and other policies that have reduced air, water, and ground pollution.

Although it seems obvious that social movements have made a considerable
difference, social movement scholars until recently have paid much more attention
to the origins of social movements than to their consequences (Giugni, 2008).Giugni,
M. (2008). Political, biographical, and cultural consequences of social movements.
Sociology Compass, 2, 1582–1600. Recent work has begun to fill in this gap and has
focused on the consequences of social movements for the political system (political
consequences), for various aspects of the society’s culture (cultural consequences), and
for the lives of the people who take part in movements (biographical consequences).

Regarding political consequences, scholars have considered such matters as
whether movements are more successful when they use more protest or less
protest, and when they focus on a single issue versus multiple issues. The use of a
greater amount of protest seems to be more effective in this regard, as does a focus
on a single issue. Research has also found that movements are more likely to
succeed when the government against which they protest is weakened by economic
or other problems. In another line of inquiry, movement scholars disagree over
whether movements are more successful if their organizations are bureaucratic and
centralized or if they remain decentralized and thus more likely to engage in
protest (Piven & Cloward, 1979; Gamson, 1990).Piven, F. F., & Cloward, R. A. (1979).
Poor people’s movements: Why they succeed, how they fail. New York, NY: Vintage Books;
Gamson, W. A. (1990). The strategy of social protest (2nd ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Regarding cultural consequences, movements often influence certain aspects of a
society’s culture whether or not they intend to do so (Earl, 2004),Earl, J. (2004). The
cultural consequences of social movements. In D. A. Snow, S. Soule, & H. Kriesi
(Eds.), The Blackwell companion to social movements (pp. 508–530). Malden, MA:
Blackwell. and, as one scholar has said, “it is perhaps precisely in being able to alter
their broader cultural environment that movements can have their deepest and
lasting impact” (Giugni, 2008, p. 1591).Giugni, M. (2008). Political, biographical, and
cultural consequences of social movements. Sociology Compass, 2, 1582–1600. Social
movements can affect values and beliefs, and they can affect cultural practices such
as music, literature, and even fashion.

Movements may also have biographical consequences. Several studies find that
people who take part in social movements during their formative years (teens and
early 20s) are often transformed by their participation. Their political views change
or are at least reinforced, and they are more likely to continue to be involved in
political activity and to enter social change occupations. In this manner, writes one
scholar, “people who have been involved in social movement activities, even at a
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lower level of commitment, carry the consequences of that involvement throughout
their life” (Giugni, 2008, p. 1590).Giugni, M. (2008). Political, biographical, and
cultural consequences of social movements. Sociology Compass, 2, 1582–1600.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• The major types of social movements are reform movements,
revolutionary movements, reactionary movements, self-help
movements, and religious movements.

• Both micro and macro factors influence the rise of social movements. A
key micro factor is social attachment, as social movement participants
tend to have friendships and organizational ties that “pull” them into
movements and promote their continued participation in a movement.
Macro factors include certain social, economic, and political conditions
in the larger social environment that generate interest in joining a
movement and/or weaken the government as it attempts to deal with a
social movement.

• Four major stages in the life cycle of a social movement include
emergence, coalescence, institutionalization or bureaucratization, and
decline.

• Social movements may have political, cultural, and biographical
consequences. Political consequences seem most likely to occur when a
movement engages in disruptive protest rather than conventional
politics and when it has a single-issue focus. Involvement in movements
is thought to influence participants’ later beliefs and career choices.

FOR YOUR REVIEW

1. Have you ever taken part in a protest of some kind? If so, write a brief
essay outlining what led you to take part in the protest and what effect,
if any, it had on the target of the protest and on your own thinking. If
you have not participated in a protest, write a brief essay discussing
whether you can foresee yourself someday doing so.

2. Choose any U.S. social movement of the past half-century and write a
brief essay that summarizes the various kinds of impacts this movement
may have had on American society and culture.
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Addressing Population and Urbanization Issues: What
Sociology Suggests

The topics of population and urbanization raise many issues within the United
States and also across the globe for which a sociological perspective is very
relevant. We address of few of these issues here.

Population Issues

Perhaps the most serious population issue is world hunger. Both across the
globe and within the United States, children and adults go hungry every day,
and millions starve in the poorest nations in Africa and Asia. As the “Sociology
Making a Difference” box in Section 14.2 "Population" discussed, sociological
research indicates that it is mistaken to blame world hunger on a scarcity of
food. Instead, this body of research attributes world hunger to various
inequalities in access to, and in the distribution of, what is actually a sufficient
amount of food to feed the world’s people. To effectively reduce world hunger,
inequalities across the globe and within the United States based on income,
ethnicity, and gender must be addressed; some ways of doing so have been
offered in previous chapters.

Population growth in poor nations has slowed but remains a significant
problem. Their poverty, low educational levels, and rural settings all contribute
to high birth rates. More effective contraception is needed to reduce their
population growth, and the United Nations and other international bodies must
bolster their efforts, with the aid of increased funding from rich nations, to
provide contraception to poor nations. But contraceptive efforts will not be
sufficient by themselves. Rather, it is also necessary to raise these nations’
economic circumstances and educational levels, as birth rates are lower in
nations that are wealthier and more educated. In particular, efforts that raise
women’s educational levels are especially important if contraceptive use is to
increase. In all of these respects, we once again see the importance of a
sociological perspective centering on the significance of socioeconomic
inequality.

Urbanization Issues
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Many urban issues are not, strictly speaking, sociological ones. For example,
traffic congestion is arguably more of an engineering issue than a sociological
issue, even if traffic congestion has many social consequences. Other urban
issues are issues discussed in previous chapters that disproportionately affect
urban areas. For example, crime is more common in urban areas than
elsewhere, and racial and ethnic inequality is much more of an issue in urban
areas than rural areas because of the concentration of people of color in our
cities. Previous chapters have discussed such issues in some detail, and the
strategies suggested by a sociological perspective for addressing these issues
need not be repeated here.

Still other urban issues exist that this chapter was the first to present. Two of
these involve crowding and housing. Cities are obviously crowded, and some
parts of cities are especially crowded. Housing is expensive, and many urban
residents live in dilapidated, substandard housing. Here again a sociological
perspective offers some insight, as it reminds us that these problems are
intimately related to inequalities of social class, race and ethnicity, and gender.
Although it is critical to provide adequate, affordable housing to city residents,
it is also important to remember that these various social inequalities affect
who is in most need of such housing. Ultimately, strategies aimed at providing
affordable housing will not succeed unless they recognize the importance of
these social inequalities and unless other efforts reduce or eliminate these
inequalities.
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14.5 End-of-Chapter Material
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Summary

1. Social change involves the transformation of cultural norms and values, behavior, social
institutions, and social structure. As societies become more modern, they become larger, more
heterogeneous, and more impersonal, and their sense of community declines. Traditions decline as
well, while individual freedom of thought and behavior increases. Some sociologists view
modernization positively, while others view it negatively. Tönnies in particular lamented the shift
from the Gemeinschaft of premodern societies to the Gesellschaft of modern societies. Durkheim also
recognized the negative aspects of modernization but at the same time valued the freedom of
modern societies and thought they retain a good amount of social solidarity from their division of
labor.

2. A functionalist understanding of social change emphasizes that it’s both natural and inevitable.
Talcott Parsons’s equilibrium model recognized that gradual change is desirable and ordinarily
stems from such things as population growth and technological advances, but that any sudden
social change disrupts society’s equilibrium. Taking a very different view, conflict theory stresses
that sudden social change is often both necessary and desirable to reduce inequality and to address
other problems in society. Such social change often stems from intentional efforts by social
movements to correct perceived deficiencies in the social, economic, and political systems.

3. Several sources of social change exist. These include population growth and changes in population
composition, changes in culture and technology, changes in the natural environment, and social
and ethnic conflict.

4. Demography is the study of population. It encompasses three central concepts: fertility, mortality,
and migration, which together determine population growth. Fertility and mortality vary by race
and ethnicity, and they also vary around the world, with low-income nations having both higher
fertility and higher mortality than high-income nations.

5. The world’s population is growing by about 80 million people annually. Population growth is
greatest in the low-income nations of Africa and other regions, while in several industrial nations
it’s actually on the decline because birth rates have become so low. The world’s population reached
6.8 billion by the beginning of the 21st century and is projected to grow to more than 9 billion by
2050, with most of this occurring in low-income nations. The annual rate of population growth will
decline in the years ahead.

6. Thomas Malthus predicted that the earth’s population would greatly exceed the world’s food
supply. Although his prediction did not come true, hunger remains a serious problem around the
world. Although food supply is generally ample thanks to improved technology, the distribution of
food is inadequate in low-income nations. Fresh water in these regions is also lacking. Demographic
transition theory helps explain why population growth did not continue to rise as much as Malthus
predicted. As societies become more technologically advanced, first death rates and then birth rates
decline, leading eventually to little population growth.

7. Urbanization is a consequence of population growth. Cities first developed in ancient times after
the rise of horticultural and pastoral societies and “took off” during the Industrial Revolution as
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people moved to be near factories. Urbanization led to many social changes then and continues
today to affect society.

8. Sociologists have long been interested in the city and have both positive and negative views of
urbanization and city life. Contemporary research supports Wirth’s hypothesis that tolerance for
nontraditional beliefs and behaviors will be higher in urban areas than in rural areas.

9. Social movements have been important agents for social change. Common types of social
movements include reform movements, revolutionary movements, reactionary movements, and
self-help and religious movements.

10. Explanations of social movements address both micro and macro factors. Important issues at the
micro level include the question of irrationality, the importance of relative deprivation, and the
impact of social isolation. Macro theories address the social, economic, and political conditions
underlying collective behavior. Two of the most important such theories are Smelser’s structural-
strain theory and resource mobilization theory.

11. Most social movements go through a life cycle of four stages: emergence, coalescence,
bureaucratization, and decline. Decline stems from several reasons, including internal divisions and
repressive efforts by the state.

12. Social movements have political, cultural, and biographical consequences. Research finds that
movements are more successful in the political arena when they use more rather than less protest
and when they focus on a single issue rather than multiple issues.

USING SOCIOLOGY

After graduating from college, you are now living in a working-class
neighborhood in a fairly large city. You enjoy the excitement of the city, but
you are also somewhat troubled by the conditions you have noticed in your
neighborhood. One problem that has come to your attention is the existence
of lead paint in some of the buildings on your street and adjoining streets.
Despite being ordered some time ago to remove this paint and repaint their
buildings, four landlords have not yet done so, and the issue is slowly
making its way through the courts. Angered by the situation, a new group,
Parents Concerned About Lead Paint (PCALP), has hung up flyers
announcing a protest rally planned for Saturday of next week. Although
your own building has no lead paint and you are not (yet) a parent, you
sympathize with the goal of the protest, but you were also planning to visit a
friend of yours out of town on the day of the protest. What do you decide to
do? Why?

Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements

14.5 End-of-Chapter Material 724


	Licensing
	Chapter 14 Social Change: Population, Urbanization, and Social Movements
	14.1 Understanding Social Change
	14.2 Population
	14.3 Urbanization
	14.4 Social Movements
	14.5 End-of-Chapter Material


