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I slands are disappearing due to rising ocean levels, gla-
ciers are melting, extreme weather events and wild- 
fires are increasing, and species are dying off due to 

extreme weather changes. Our planet is in peril from the 
Arctic to the Antarctic (Environmental Protection Agency 
[EPS] 2016). Seven hundred and seventy-two scientists 
from around the world have signed on to the statement 
that “the world is not ready for the impacts of climate 
change, including more extreme weather and the likeli-
hood that populated parts of the planet could be rendered 
uninhabitable” (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change [IPCC] 2014). Although there are still some cli-
mate change deniers, evidence presented by climate scien-
tists and the IPCC indicates a dire future with extreme 
weather events and other disastrous results. One approach 
by climate scientists to convince the public of the dangers 
to come is to analyze the history of climate change (Gillis 
2015). Other scientists use current data to make their 
case. Most U.S. citizens, including most Democrats and 
almost 50% of Republicans, support government efforts to 
curb global warming (Davenport and Connelly 2015). 
With 2016 the hottest year in the 137 years of record keep-
ing and the third year in a row to be the hottest, major 
mainstream corporations like Johnson and Johnson, 
Proctor and Gamble, Starbucks, and Walmart are using 
renewable energy sources as a response to the climate cri-
sis (Gillis and St Fleur 2015; Andrea Thompson 2017).

A major factor in climate change is the waste humans 
create. Wet, dry, smelly, and sometimes recyclable—garbage 
is a problem, and we are running out of space to dispose of 
our refuse. We dump it in the ocean and see garbage surfac-
ing on beaches and killing fish and birds (Heyes 2012; 
“Trash-Mapping Expedition” 2015). We bury it in landfills, 
and the surrounding land becomes toxic. Recycling and 
waste reduction efforts are relatively new movements in 
response to the urgent pleas from environmentalists.

Recycling, salvaging items that can be reused, is part of 
this social reform movement: the environmental move-
ment. However, few issues have simple solutions. The 

dumping and recycling have to take place somewhere. As 
noted in Chapter 13, many of the recycling plants and trash 
dumps are located in areas where poor people and racial and 
ethnic minorities live—part of a practice referred to as envi-
ronmental racism because racial and ethnic minorities usu-
ally face the greatest environmental dangers from proximity 
to environmental hazards such as toxic waste and almost 
always experience the brunt of illnesses caused by the pol-
lutants from recycling (M. Bell 2012).

At the micro level, individuals can help save the planet 
through responsible personal actions. At the meso level, 
the environmental movement can encourage local and 
regional governments to enact policies and plans to 
reduce waste and pollution and address environmental 
racism. At the macro level, world leaders need to hold all 
nations accountable for and find ways to adapt to and 
lessen global climate change. Our social world is, indeed, 
complex and interdependent.

Turn on the morning or evening news, and informa-
tion about other aspects of our changing social world 
abounds. We see headlines about medical advances and 
cures for disease; biological breakthroughs in cloning and 
the DNA code; terrorist bombings in Afghanistan, Israel, 
Pakistan, and other parts of the world; streams of migrants 
attempting to escape dangerous situations in their home 
countries; disasters such as droughts, earthquakes, hurri-
canes, tsunamis, and floods; and social activists calling for 
boycotts of chocolate, coffee, oil companies, Walmart, or 
other multinational corporations. Some events seem far 
away and hard to imagine: thousands killed by a tidal wave 
in India or a massive oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Others 
may impact you directly—having affordable access to 
health insurance, living in an area suffering from the 
results of a local recession, or accessing financial aid for 
increasing college costs. Whether the result of natural 
events or human actions, they may create dissatisfaction 
with current social arrangements.

Social change refers to variations or alterations  
over time in the structure, culture (including norms and 

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community What do you think needs to change in your community?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

How can complex organizations or social movements create, hamper, or shape 
change?

Macro: National and global 
community

How can national governments affect the process of change in your country and in 
the world through training and supporting technological innovation?


