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WORLD CLASS EDUCATION 

SOCIAL PROCESSES 

Learning Objectives 

Having completed this module, the students will be able to: 
• Understand the meaning of social processes and their analogy with biological processes; 
• Describe the modes of social processes, such as competition, conflict, cooperation, assimilation 
and accommodation; 
• Understand the concept of social stratification, its roots, forms and consequences. 
• Define the concept of social mobility, and differentiate between the various forms of mobility; 
The Concept of Social Processes 
As members of a society or different societies interact with each other, different social processes take 
place. As there are processes in the natural world, social processes are bound to take place in the 
organized life of society. In the social system, these social processes are necessary for the very life, 
existence and smooth functioning of the system. Sociologists are interested in studying and analyzing 
these repetitive forms or patterns of behaviors, actions, and reactions. 
Social processes are certain repetitive, continuous forms of patterns in the social systems that occur 
as individuals, groups, societies, or countries interact with each other. They are interaction patterns 
or modes, among members (individual) within a society or a group involving particular repetitive 
features, occurring both at micro and macro levels. They help us interpret and understand our social 
behavior. 
Modes of Social Processes 
Social processes may be manifested in a number of ways. There are generally five modes of social 
processes. These are competition, conflict, cooperation, accommodation and assimilation. These are 
universal modes; they take place at micro and macro levels. One mode of social process may balance 
another; e.g., competition by cooperation. One may also yield another they take place in an 
unending cycle. For example, competition may yield conflict. 
Competition 
Competition as a social process seems to be more pronounced than others. It is real in our day-to-
day interpersonal encounters, as well as in the global situations. Competition is the process where 
by individuals, groups, societies, and countries make active efforts to win towards getting their share 
of the limited resources. It is an impersonal attempt to gain scarce and valued resources of wealth, 
land, health care services, etc. As a result of competition, stratification, physical separation and so 
on may happen in a given society. Competition involves struggle, efforts, decisions, actions, etc., to 
survive. Competition is balanced by cooperation. 
Cooperation 
Cooperation is a social process whereby people join hands towards achieving common goals. 
Competition is more likely to occur in advanced, modern, industrialized societies than in traditional, 
homogenous societies where cooperation appears to be more important. 
.Conflict 
In the process of competition for power (which could be economic, social, and political) and 
resources, conflict is bound to take place. Conflict involves disagreement and disharmony, which 
results due to differences in ideology, living standard, and other social factors. It is a universal 
phenomenon, an ever- present reality, taking place both at micro and macro levels. Conflict involves 
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clash of interest between individuals in a social group like in a family or between groups or societies. 
It results due to power imbalance, due to unfair distribution of resources. Here, it produces social 
class and stratification. Conflict may be between males and females, youngster and older generation; 
between different religious, ethnic and, political groups. 
 
 
Accommodation 
People may decide to consciously avoid the source of conflict thereby arriving at an agreement to 
live accepting one another, co-exist at relative peace, avoiding overt conflict. Accommodation is a 
social process whereby people try to accept one another, avoiding the sources of conflict to live in 
peaceful coexistence. It is a conscious adjustment and compromise among conflicting groups so that 
they can live with one another without overt conflict. 
Assimilation 
Assimilation is a social process whereby a group of individuals learns and accepts the values, norms, 
etc., of another group and becomes sometimes virtually identical with the dominant groups. 
Assimilation involves the acceptance or the internalizing of the larger or dominant group's culture, 
values and life styles by the smaller or minority group. Assimilation could imposed or voluntary. In 
this age of globalization there are westernization processes, whereby peoples of the Third World are 
taking up the values, notions and practices of the Industrialized West. 
Modes of social processes 
• Competition 
• Cooperation 
• Conflict 
• Accommodation 
• Assimilation 
Social Stratification 
Social stratification is one of the outcomes of the continuous occurring of social processes. Every 
society is segmented in to different hierarchies. In virtually all societies, some people are regarded as 
more important than others (more worthy of respect than others), either within the society as a 
whole or in a certain situations. 
Social stratification is the segmentation of society into different hierarchical arrangement or strata. 
It refers to the differences and inequalities in the socioeconomic life of people in a given society. It 
represents the ranking of individuals or social positions and statuses in the social structure. The term 
is borrowed from geology where it is used to explain the hierarchical arrangement of rocks and 
mineral in the earth’s surface. When applied to the world of people, it refers to hierarchical 
arrangement of people into different classes or strata which is the division of a population into two 
or more layers, each of which is relatively homogenous, between which there are differences in 
privileges, restrictions, rewards and obligations (Macionis, 1997; Henslin and Nelson, 1995; 
Calhoun et al 1994). 
The Importance of Studying Social 
Stratification 
The study of social stratification is particularly important for sociologists. Some of the reasons for 
this may include (Giddens, 1995): 
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• To investigate the class membership of individuals in society with the aim of understanding the 
type of life people live. That is, knowing what type of life individuals in a given social group or 
stratum live is very important for sociological analysis. 
• To explore the bases for the assignment of individuals into various hierarchies of the social 
structure. What are the bases for stratifying individuals into a specific stratum? 
• To understand the relationship between individuals assigned into different hierarchies. 
What kind of interaction and relationship exist between individuals located into different strata? 
• To investigate the relationship between individuals or groups belonging to the same hierarchy. 
What kinds of relationship exist between people in the same stratum? 
• To understand what type of social system gives rise to what or which types of hierarchies. That is, 
the type of social stratification varies across cultures, times and types of social systems. 
Theories of Social Stratification 
There are various theories of social stratification concerning its importance, origin and value, of 
which two important theories are the following. 
1. The functionalist theory of social stratification 
2. The conflict theory of social stratification 
According to the proponents of the functionalist theory, segments or hierarchies and social 
inequalities exist in all societies. Moreover, their main argument is that social stratification is 
functional and purposeful and also essential in any society. They contend that no society is classless 
or unstratified, and social stratification is universally necessary. Social stratification in short is 
universal, functional, inevitable, and beneficial and something which can't be avoided. 
The proponents of the conflict theory of social stratification also accept the fact that social inequality 
exists in every society. But they do not believe that social stratification is functional. According to 
conflict theorists, it is the way of oppressing one group of people by another (Calhoun et al., 1994). 
Forms of Social Stratification 
Social Class 
Social classes are groups of people who are stratified into different categories. In a more general 
sense, social class can be defined as a category or level of people found in similar positions in the 
social hierarchy. The criteria or the bases for dividing people in a given society into different social 
classes may include wealth, occupation, education, sex, family background, religion, income, among 
others. The societies in modern world have been divided usually into three; low class, middle class 
and upper class. Each of these three classes is usually divided in to sub-classes. 
Social class is often characterized as an open and flexible system. Thus, we have societies which can 
be characterized as open system, as opposed to societies having closed system. This form of social 
class is common in industrialized, modern, heterogeneous and literate societies. Such system 
generally works in most contemporary societies of the world (Stockard, 1997). 
Caste 
Another well-known form of social stratification is the caste system. The system is based on religious 
and other strongly rooted traditional belief that cannot be changed or are very difficult to change. 
This is the form of social stratification whereby classification of people into different strata is made 
on the basis of usually religious and other very strong conventions/ traditions that are difficult to 
change. Some of the features of caste system include: 
• It is a very rigid and closed system. 
• People belonging to the same stratum practice endogamy. 
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• Intermarriage between strata is not permitted. 
• There are occupational differences between strata; i.e., each stratum is usually assigned a particular 
type of occupation. 
• Food sharing, social drinking, friendships, etc., are permitted only within a stratum, not between 
strata. 
This form of social stratification characterizes most traditional, agricultural societies. However, the 
best example of caste is the Hindu caste system of India. 
This has existed for some 3000 years and was only officially nullified in 1947. Hindu caste system 
divides the society into five major strata. These are Brahmans, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Sudras and 
Haryans (Indrani, 1998) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Castes of the Hindu Society of India 
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In ancient Roman and Hebrew societies and other ancient and medieval civilizations, slaves, woman 
and children were often given lower and stigmatized positions in society. They were not, for example, 
considered when the population census was conducted. 
In rural Ethiopian society, this form of stratification has existed for centuries and it still persists. 
Individuals in such traditional occupations as pottery, blacksmith, tannery, weaving, carpentry, and 
others such as so called slaves have been given lower places and are often denied free membership 
and social participation in various social affairs. Among the Wolayta, for example, such kinds of 
people are called by various names such as the chinasha (potters), degella (tanners), wogachia 
(blacksmiths), shimagnia (weavers) and aylia (slaves). 
These groups of people are not allowed to create marital and other important social bonds with the 
gokka (meaning the decent groups). Similar types of stratification may also be found among the 
Sidama, Kambata, Guraghe in the southern region of Ethiopia, and elsewhere in other regions 
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throughout the country. Kambata, Guraghe in the southern region of Ethiopia, and elsewhere in 
other regions throughout the country. 
It is believed that such conditions have contributed to the slow socio-economic development of the 
country. 
Consequences of Social Stratification on the Lives of Individuals 
Social stratification has crucial implications for the health and well-being of people. Social 
stratification is directly related to the issue of inequality, power imbalance etc, and these directly or 
indirectly influence the life chances of individuals in the social strata. Health status of individuals is 
among one of these life chances which can be significantly affected by one’s location in the 
stratification system. 
The different stratification systems on the basis of age, sex, gender, ethnicity, religion, occupation, 
etc, directly or indirectly promote unequal chances of living standards. 
The key concepts in the relation between health and social stratification are the concepts of 
vulnerability, risk and hazard. Vulnerability is a sociological concept which refers to the 
“characteristics of individuals and social groups [along the lines of gender, age, ethnicity, occupation 
etc;] that determine [their capacity] to protect themselves, withstand and recover from disasters, 
including health hazards based on their access to material and non-material resources” 
Social Mobility 
Definition of Social Mobility 
Every society has different strata in it. The different individuals and groups who occupy a certain 
social position may not remain in that position permanently. Some may move from one position to 
another, from higher social class position to lower social class position, and vice versa. Social mobility 
implies a set of changes in opportunities, incomes, lifestyles, personal relationships, social status and 
ultimately class membership. 
Social mobility is a type of movement but it is not physical movement over geographical space 
although social mobility could involve, and be brought about by, physical mobility. It is movement 
in the social space, the shifting or changing of statuses or class positions. Social mobility is a social 
process that takes place among individual members or groups in a society, as they interact with each 
other. It is a process by which individuals or groups move from one status to another; or from one 
class or stratum to another. 
Social mobility describes the volume and quality of movement among strata. That is the kind of 
movement that people make between the different social classes. Our unit of analysis in social 
mobility may be an individual, or a social group or a nation. 
Types of Social Mobility 
Sociologists have identified different types of social mobility. The following is a brief discussion of 
the different types of social mobility (Team of Exeprts, 2000). 
Vertical Social Mobility 
Vertical social mobility is a type of social mobility that individuals experience when they move from 
their social status to other higher or lower social status. It is a radical social change in an individual's 
position. It is a movement between different social classes and it involves a change in social position 
of an individual, a family or a group. It may be upward or downward. 
Horizontal Social Mobility 
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Horizontal social mobility is also called lateral social mobility. It is movement within a social class 
or a social position where the individual slightly improves and/or declines in his social position with 
in his/ her class level. Unlike vertical social mobility, it doesn't involve drastic changes. 
Inter-generational Social Mobility 
This type of social mobility involves the movement up or down, between the social class of one or 
two generations of a family, or a social group. In this mobility, our focus of attention is a social 
group, like the family. Here we look at change in the status position of the family over two or more 
generations, i.e., the social position of the grandfather, the father and the son. 
If a child, for example, whose father was an upper class person as a result of his wealth becomes only 
a laborer in his own time, then he has experienced a downward intergenerational social mobility. 
Intra-generational mobility 
This concerns individual changes in positions during one's lifetime. It may also refer to the change 
that occurs in social groups or a country’s socioeconomic position over a specified period of time. 
In other words, through achievement or other means one can move up from being a poor primary 
school teacher to a high court judge. Unlike the Inter-generational social mobility, intra generational 
social mobility is within one generation. 
But like inter-generational social mobility, it may be an upward or downward social mobility. Unlike 
the intergenerational social mobility, our focus here is on a specific individual or group. Here, we 
observe change in the social position of an individual or a group over the life cycle of the individual 
himself or the group either upward or in some cases downward. For example, a person in his/her 
lifetime may rise up from a lower position such as shoe shining, and climb up the social ladder until 
he or she becomes a member of privileged social and economic position. Or, others may happen to 
lose their once prestigious socio-economic position and as a result move down until they end up in 
destitution. 
Avenues of Social Mobility 
The avenues of social mobility are the doors through which a person moves upward in the social 
hierarchy. The major avenue to social mobility in most modern societies is access to appropriate 
modern education. Change of profession/ occupation and geographical mobility are also avenues. 
There are also some sudden or short cut avenues to social mobility. These include windfall gains in 
terms of inheritance, gambling, theft or financial corruption, winning a lottery game, etc. Such 
mobility is rare, bearing in mind that most inheritance is within the same social group. 
The opportunities for upward social mobility are great in modern societies which have open systems. 
In such societies, there is freedom of vertical social mobility, and any member of a society may move 
up or down the social hierarchy. There are no legal and/or traditional restrictions that are put on 
social mobility on either direction. What count a lot are personal merits, competitions and efforts 
for achievement. On the other hand, in societies with closed system vertical, especially upward, is 
very difficult. In such societies, individuals born to a certain social position remain within that 
category for their lifetime. The most important determinants here are not individual's achievements, 
merits or personal effort, but what counts most are one's ancestry, racial background, family 
background, religion, sex, ethnicity, etc. (Henslin and Nelson, 1995) 
Barriers to Upward Social Mobility 
These are factors that make it difficult to individual families or groups to move from one status 
position to another. Such barriers may include various social, psychological, cultural, economic, 
political and other related factors. Lack of opportunity, motivation, commitment, interest, or 
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positive attitude, etc., is very crucial psychosocial factors. Other most important barriers may include 
one's own physical condition, lack of access to an appropriate modern education; inequality in the 
distribution of inherited wealth; one's color or ethnic origin, religion, etc. These are the most 
obvious barriers to social mobility. 
Types of social mobility 
• Vertical social mobility 
• Horizontal social mobility 
• Intra-generational social mobility 
• Inter-generational social mobility 
Social Change 
Definition and Basic Characteristics of Social Change 
Social change may be defined as the alteration or transformation at large scale level in the social 
structure, social institutions, social organization and patterns of social behavior in a given society or 
social system. 
Social change can also be defined as the alteration, rearrangement or total replacement of 
phenomena, activities, values or processes through time in a society in a succession of events. The 
alteration or rearrangement may involve simple or complex changes in the structure, form or shape 
of the social phenomena. Sometimes it may mean the complete wiping out of the phenomenon and 
their total replacement by new forms (Calhoun et al, 1994). 
Some minor changes that take place in the lives of individuals and small, limited groups may not be 
regarded as social changes although these kinds of changes may be the manifestations or effects of 
changes that are taking place at larger scale. Changes in the material and non- material contents of 
a culture also may not be regarded as social changes. However, it is very difficult to separate social 
changes from cultural change. Because the two are usually interdependent, social change may usually 
introduce cultural changes, and vice versa. 
Some of the basic characteristics of social change are the following (Indrani, 1998; Team of Experts, 
2000): 
• Social change occurs all the time. Its process may be imperceptible and can be cumulative, 
i.e., one may not easily perceive the processes of social change, although it is always taking place. 
• There is no society that is static and unchanging. All societies are susceptible to social change. In 
other words, social change is a universal phenomenon (it is everywhere and anywhere). It is spread 
both over time and space. 
• Change occurs both at micro-level and macro level. 
The point here is that while social change often refers to noticeable changes in social phenomena, 
we must not lose sight of the fact that small changes in minor relationships can also be significant 
• The influence of change in one area can have an impact on other related areas. That is, social 
change is contagious, like infectious diseases. 
• Social change has a rate; it can be rapid or slow. 
Theories of Social Change 
Theories of social change have generally been concerned with the direction of change and the 
manner in which change occur. Sociologists want to explain the nature, direction, cause and effects 
of social change. Some of the theories of social change are the following (Calhoun et al, 1994; 
Rosenberg, 1987; Macionis, 1997). 
Structural Functionalist Theory 
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This theory states that social change takes place as the diversification and division of labor increases 
in the social system of a given society. Structural functionalists focus on the cohesion, order and 
stability of social system. Change disrupts the orderly functioning of the system. Structural- 
functionalist theory focuses on the effect of social change on the structure of society, the function 
and dysfunction of change, stability and equilibrium of the social system. When change takes place, 
it affects the order and equilibrium of the social system and thus the system has to bring itself back 
to the equilibrium, to smooth functioning of the system. 
Conflict Theory 
This theory states that social change takes place due to the ever-present class conflicts in the social 
system for the better or worse. According to this theory, thus, social change is the result of social 
conflicts and is essential and beneficial. Every social system contains within itself the seeds of change 
as far as it is a system wherein exploitation of one group by another exists. Social change continues 
to become inevitable until a classless society emerges, one in which conflicts cease to exist. 
Cyclic Theory 
This theory states that society undergoes change in circular manner. Social change takes a cyclic 
form, from worse to better, back again from better to worse. Social change is not always for the 
better. Societies may grow, advance, and reach peak stage of development, and then they may 
stagnate and finally collapse, with the potential for rising again. 
Linear Theory 
This theory states that change takes place in a linear manner. The direction of social change is from 
worse to better, simple to complex and backward to modern. In other words, according to linear 
theory, social change is evolutionary; it is always towards the better way until perfection is achieved. 
Modernization Theory 
This theory of social change may be regarded as an extension of linear, evolutionary theory. It states 
that the change that is being experienced by most Third World societies is by imitating or copying 
the values, experiences, and models of already modernized societies. It is by adopting; assimilating 
and internalizing those aspects of the industrialized societies which if copied would bring about an 
improved social, economic and political development to the society. 
Factors That Facilitate and Hinder Positive Social Change 
The various factors that promote or hinder social change may be generally categorized as socio-
cultural, psychosocial, economic, natural, demographic, political, and so on. Natural factors may 
include climate changes, the discovering of natural resources such as, minerals, petroleum, etc., are 
those which are considered as having positive effects on society. Other natural factors are natural 
disasters such as earthquake, flood, famine, drought, and pestilence and so on. The emergence of 
HIV /AIDS as pestilence is for example having great effects on the social arrangement and 
organization of societies. 
Demographic factors-migration, urbanization, population growth, etc., are also important ones in 
bringing about socio-cultural change. Political factors such as planned change by government, 
change of state ideology, etc., are also important. Other factors such as war, scientific invention and 
discoveries, diffusion of non-material and material elements of culture through education and trade 
relations, etc., also promote social change. 
Last but not the least psychosocial factors like beliefs, vested interests, sacred values, attitudes, 
resistance to change or to accept and entertain new things and intending to maintain the status quo 
are also very important forces. 
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