
CulturalChange

Cultureisalwaysevolving.Moreover,newthingsareaddedtomaterialcultureeveryday,and

theyaffectnonmaterialcultureaswell.Cultureschangewhensomethingnew(say,railroadsor

smartphones)opensupnewwaysoflivingandwhennewideasenteraculture(say,asaresult

oftravelorglobalization).

Innovation:DiscoveryandIntervention

Innovationreferstoanobjectorconcept’sinitialappearanceinsociety–itisinnovative

becauseitismarkedlynew.Therearetwowaystocomeacrossaninnovativeobjectoridea:

discoveritorinventit.Discoveriesmakeknownpreviouslyunknownbutexistingaspectsof

reality.In1610,whenGalileolookedthroughhistelescopeanddiscoveredSaturn,theplanet

wasalreadythere,butuntilthen,noonehadknownaboutit.WhenChristopherColumbus

encounteredAmerica,thelandwas,ofcourse,alreadywellknowntoitsinhabitants.However,

Columbus’sdiscoverywasnewknowledgeforEuropeans,anditopenedthewaytochangesin

Europeanculture,aswellastotheculturesofthediscoveredlands.Forexample,newfoods

suchaspotatoesandtomatoestransformedtheEuropeandiet,andhorsesbroughtfrom

EuropechangedhuntingpracticesofNativeAmericantribesoftheGreatPlains.

Inventionsresultwhensomethingnewisformedfrom existingobjectsorconcepts—when

thingsareputtogetherinanentirelynewmanner.Inthelate1800sandearly1900s,electric

applianceswereinventedatanastonishingpace.Cars,airplanes,vacuum cleaners,lamps,

radios,telephones,andtelevisionswereallnewinventions.Inventionsmayshapeaculture

whenpeopleusethem inplaceofolderwaysofcarryingoutactivitiesandrelatingtoothers,or

asawaytocarryoutnewkindsofactivities.Theiradoptionreflects(andmayshape)cultural

values,andtheirusemayrequirenewnormsfornewsituations.

Considertheintroductionofmoderncommunicationtechnology,suchasmobilephonesand

smartphones.Asmoreandmorepeoplebegancarryingthesedevices,phoneconversationsno

longerwererestrictedtohomes,offices,andphonebooths.Peopleontrains,inrestaurants,and

otherpublicplacesbecameannoyedbylisteningtoone-sidedconversations.Normswere

neededforcellphoneuse.Somepeoplepushedfortheideathatthosewhoareoutintheworld

shouldpayattentiontotheircompanionsandsurroundings.However,technology-enableda

workaroundsuchastexting,whichenablesquietcommunicationandhassurpassedphoningas

theleadingwaytomeettoday’shighlyvaluedabilitytostayintouchanywhere,everywhere.

Whenthepaceofinnovationincreases,itcanleadtogenerationgaps.Askepticalolder

generationsometimesdismissestechnologicalgadgetsthatcatchonquicklywithone

generation.Aculture’sobjectsandideascancausenotjustgenerationalbutculturalgaps.

Materialculturetendstodiffusemorequicklythannonmaterialculture;technologycanspread

throughsocietyinamatterofmonths,butitcantakegenerationsfortheideasandbeliefsof



societytochange.SociologistWilliam F.Ogburncoinedtheterm culturelagtorefertothistime

thatelapsesbetweentheintroductionofanewitem ofmaterialcultureanditsacceptanceas

partofnonmaterialculture(Ogburn1957).

Culturelagcanalsocausetangibleproblems.TheinfrastructureoftheUnitedStates,builta

hundredyearsagoormore,ishavingtroublesupportingtoday’smoredenselypopulatedand

fast-pacedlife.Thereisalaginconceptualizingsolutionstoinfrastructureproblems.Risingfuel

prices,increasedairpollution,andtrafficjamsareallsymptomsofculturelag.Althoughpeople

arebecomingawareoftheconsequencesofoverusingresources,themeanstosupport

changestaketimetoachieve.

DiffusionandGlobalization

Theintegrationofworldmarketsandtechnologicaladvancesofthelastdecadeshaveallowed

forgreaterexchangebetweenculturesthroughtheprocessesofglobalizationanddiffusion.

Beginninginthe1980s,Westerngovernmentsbegantoderegulatesocialserviceswhile

grantinggreaterlibertiestoprivatebusinesses.Asaresult,worldmarketsbecamedominated

bymultinationalcompaniesinthe1980s,anewstateofaffairsatthattime.Wehavesince

cometorefertothisintegrationofinternationaltradeandfinancemarketsasglobalization.

Increasedcommunicationsandairtravelhavefurtheropeneddoorsforinternationalbusiness

relations,facilitatingtheflownotonlyofgoodsbutalsoofinformationandpeopleaswell

(Scheuerman2014(revised)).Today,manyU.S.companiessetupofficesinothernations

wherethecostsofresourcesandlaborarecheaper.WhenapersonintheUnitedStatescallsto

getinformationaboutbanking,insurance,orcomputerservices,thepersontakingthatcallmay

beworkinginanothercountry.

Alongsidetheprocessofglobalizationisdiffusion,orthespreadofmaterialandnonmaterial

culture.Whileglobalizationreferstotheintegrationofmarkets,diffusionrelatestoasimilar

processintheintegrationofinternationalcultures.Middle-classAmericanscanflyoverseas

andreturnwithanewappreciationofThainoodlesorItaliangelato.Accesstotelevisionandthe

InternethasbroughtthelifestylesandvaluesportrayedinU.S.sitcomsintohomesaroundthe

globe.Twitterfeedsfrom publicdemonstrationsinonenationhaveencouragedpolitical

protestersinothercountries.Whenthiskindofdiffusionoccurs,materialobjectsandideas

from onecultureareintroducedintoanother.


