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Slow, nondisruptive change occurs as societies 
become more complex, and this may be a very func-
tional adaptation. Rapid change, however, is often 
seen as dysfunctional or disruptive to stability by func-
tional theorists. Because functionalists often view 
major change with suspicion, many sociologists have 
turned to conflict theories to help explain change, 
especially rapid or violent change.

Conflict Theories. Conflict theorists assume that 
societies are dynamic and that change and conflict 
are inevitable. According to Karl Marx, socioeco-
nomic class conflict is the major source of tension 
leading to change in any society. Marx and Friedrich 
Engels predicted that the antagonistic relationship 
they saw developing between the workers (proletar-
iat) and the owners of the production systems (bour-
geoisie) in 19th-century England would lead to social 

Comte used in proposing his theory of unilinear devel-
opment from simple to complex societies. Unilinear 
theories came to legitimate colonial expansion and 
exploitation of other people and lands seen as less 
developed and “inferior.”

In a more recent version of evolutionary theory, 
Patrick Nolan and Gerhard Lenski discuss five stages 
through which most societies progress: hunter-gath-
erer, horticultural, agrarian, industrial, and postindus-
trial (Nolan and Lenski 2014; see also Chapter 3). This 
does not mean that some stages are “better” than 
others. It simply means that this is the typical pattern 
of change resulting from new technologies and more 
efficient harnessing of energy. Contemporary evolu-
tionary theories acknowledge that change takes place 
in multiple ways and not just in a straight line. The rapid 
spread of ideas and technologies means that socie
ties today may move quickly from simple to complex, 
creating modern states. They skip steps or are selec-
tive about what aspects of technology they wish to 
adopt. For example, countries such as India and China 
are largely agricultural but are importing and develop-
ing the latest technology that allows them to skip over 
developmental steps. As noted in Chapter 7, many 
countries will not see landlines for phones, but instead 
will have cell phones even in the more remote areas. 

Functionalist Theories. Functional theorists assume 
that societies are basically stable systems held 
together by the shared norms and values of their 
members. The interdependent parts work together 
to make the society function smoothly. A change in 
one part of the society affects all the other parts, each 
changing in turn until the system resumes a state of 
equilibrium. Change can come from external or inter-
nal sources, from stresses in contact with other socie
ties, or from strains within. 

	 Sanction 

		  Formal 	 Informal 

	 Positive 	 Bonuses, advances,	 Praise, smile,

	
Behavior	

	 fringe benefits,	 pat on the back 

	 recognition 

	 Negative 	 Demotion, 	 Ridicule, exclusion, 

		  loss of salary 	 talk behind back

FIGURE 14.1  Relationship Between Behaviors and Sanctions

The modes of transportation for goods and people vary around 
the world, often reflecting the level of development of the region 
or country. Sometimes, technological progress has high costs, 
including pollution. For a photo essay and further exploration of 
transportation systems and modernization, visit edge.sagepub 
.com/ballantinecondensed4e.
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