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CASE STUDY 

LEARNING THE LESSONS OF 
SOCIAL CHANGE: MAKING TB:e 
TRANSITION TO 
SUSTAINABILITY 
BY DoN ALEXANDER 

The following background paper is in
tended to stimulate discussion. It suggests 
a possible model ,of social change, how 
various strategies for achieving it are inter
related, and what the links might be 
between individual change and change at 
an institutional level. 

Society As 
a "Mode of Production" 
The model suggested here starts with 
viewing society as a "mode of reproduc
tion." This mode constitutes an organic 
unity and can be subdivided into ideology, 
social organization, and economy as in 
Figure 1. 

In historical terms, a given mode of 
reproduction can support a level of 
population (with a certain level of through
put) in a rough equilibrium with natural 
systems for a certai-n period of time. 
Historically, modes of reproduction have 
been superseded in one of two circum
stances: when they exceed the ability of 
natural systems to support a given popula
tion at a given rate of throughput without 
major disruption, and when they so violate 
human nature that they can no longer be 
tolerated. The former is probably the more 
important of the two since people can 
absorb an incredible amount of abuse 
before a system will collapse. For versions 
of various modes of reproduction through
out history, see Figure 2. 
Each mode has been able to achieve a 
temporary equilibrium with nature and has 
supported an ever larger population with 
more total throughput. As we move into 
the post-industrial era, it's not yet clear 
whether we are moving towards 
"Ecotopia" or some form of corporate 
feudalism on a global scale. 

Societies exist to enable people to 
survive physically, to reproduce thetn· 
selves biologically, and to fulfil various 
cultural and spiritual needs. Moreov~r, 
societies as modes of reproduction e)(Jst 

within the context of natural systems. ThUS, 
the crises that affect societies are of fo1.1r 
major types: economic, demogr~ 



Figure 2 : The Historical Succession 
of Modes of Production 

cultural, and ecological. Our present mode 
0 [ reproduction - advanced capitalism, late 
industrialism, or whatever one chooses to 
call it - suffers from all four. 

as all of us who have been 
involved in social change know, 
even the quantitative changes 
are often slow in coming and 
are hard won. How do they 
occur? 

"corporate feudalism"? 5 "Ecotopia"? 

O ur own mode, capitalist industrialism, 
has definitelyreached a point where it is 
out of balance with natural systems, and 
hence is not sustainable. All parts of that 
mode are part of the problem - that is to 
say, are barriers to sustainability. These in
clude the prevailing attitudes or ideologies, 
the way our political and cultural institu
tions work, and the functioning of tl:ie 
economy. 

capitalist industrialism 4 socialist industrialism 
feudal agriculture 3 slave agriculture 

The present model suggests 
a relationship between three 
elements: the core institutions 

horticulture 2 pastoralism 

These institutions and attitudes have 
evolved over a long period of time, and 
it's not possible to change them directly 
or all at once. Part of the strategic challenge 
is to identify who has the power to make 
change in our society and to seek to 
influence their actions. These power
holders - by challenging traditional social 
attitudes and by, step-by-step, changing the 
functioning of our institutions and the 
ground rules under which the economy 
operates - can begin to make our present 
mode of reproduction evolve into some
thing quite different. 

gathering 

and values (the mode of reproduction 
itself), the "four estates" (those who 
represent key levers of change), and the 
four layers of socialization amongst indi
viduals that affect whether they are a force 
facilitating or impeding change. The four 
layers of socialization con~ist of people's 
ideas, values, character traits, and needs/ 
wants (see Figure 3). 

The "Four Estates" 
In' thinking about social change, I start 

from the assumption that there are four key 
groups in society that represent levers for 
social change. I call these the four estates 
after the groups in the French Revolution. 
The first group, instead ofbeing the church 
(as in French society), is comprised of po
litical and business leaders. The second 

Figure 1: Society as a Mode_of Reproduction 
estate 1s the 
bureaucracy, in both 
the public and private 
sectors. The third 
estate is the general 
public , as well as 
specific social 
movements. And the 
fourth estate is the 
media, as well as other 
groups of opinion
makers, such as 
academics, writers, 
and artists, musicians, 
and cultural ·and 
religious spokesper

MODE OF REPRODUCTION 
attitudes towards nature MODE 
attitudes towards other people OF 
attitudes towards self IDEOLOGY 

political institutions MODE 
cultural institutions OF 
~amily and community organization ORGANIZATION 

forms of ownership MODE 
mechanisms of allocation & distribution OF 
~nologies PRODUCTION 

----
T'he impetus for change in any society 

comes from both inside 
and outside the system: inside from the 
( stem's own momentum (for instance, 
echnological change or population 

: 0wth) , and from those who have a vision 
p a different society. And outside, from the 
i~es_sure of ecological degradation or 

tngement by other cultures.· 
Sy Ut change is ofteri slow in coming. The 
cltem can absorb a lot of superficial 
be •nge before core institutions and values qu~: _to change. Nonetheless, if enough 
~Oi htative change occurs, eventually a 

Ua.Ut of critical mass is reached and 
, 11,,;t1ve changes begin to occur also. But, 

1111 er 1995 

sons. 
In my experience, change occurring at 

an institutional level can be attributed to 
four main factors ( correlated with the 
above groups): politicians or corporate 
leaders exerting strong, principled leader
ship; bureaucracies implementing policies 
- sometimes forced on them but - which, 
once in process, develop a momentum of 
their own; a diffusion of new perspectives 
or practices by opinion-makers which 
encourages emulation and imitation; and 
strong grassroots pressure on public and 
private institutions. If all four factors are 
present, social change is more likely to 
happen. 

1 hunting 

Strategies for Social Change 
Broadly speaking, there are two sets of 

strategies: those that are aimed at acceler
ating institutional change, and those that 
seek to promote change on an individual 
level ( as well as in organizations). The first 
set of strategies includes: electoral work 
and lobbying politicians ( or corporate 
leaders); policy work aimed at the bureau
cracy; research work aimed at opinion
makers, and direct action, which can take 
a number offonns: strikes, demonstrations, 
civil disobedience, acts of violence, 
boycotts, or fostering lifestyle changes 
through the construction of viable 
alternatives. Though their proponents are 
often in conflict with one another, these 
strategies are mutually supportive and of 
equal importance. Each one focuses on 
one of the four estates. 

But, of course, for institutional change 
to be effective, it must be supported by 
individuals and organizations (such as 
businesses) . Broadly speaking, there are 
four strategies employed by institutions, 
and by social movements, to encourage a 
change in individual and organizational 
behaviour - and in the ideas, values, 
character traits, and needs that drive that 
behaviour; coercion and disincentives (for 
instance, penalties for drunk driving); 
incentives ( changing the price system to 
reward environmentally responsible 
behaviour) ; education (which can often 
take top-down forms like campaigns 
against smoking) , and social learning 
(people meeting in small groups to explore 
issues, engage in social action, or to 
reinforce each other for changes in 
behaviour or attitudes). 

These four strategies are equally essen
tial and have effects on different segments 
of the population. In fighting pollution for 
instance, some people and organizations 
are moved by education; others require 
fines and penalties to motivate a change. 

At present, much in the way that people 
. have been socialized reinforces the status 
quo, and in turn the actions of politicians, 
b~reaucracies, the media, and corporations 
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Figure 3: Society as a Mode of Reproduction 
individual change: ----

elements of institu- , 
tional change (the 
"four estates") · 

the four layers of 
socialization 

human nature 

institutional 
techniques for in
fluencing the individual 

di~~:~~~~s 
incentives 

education 

social learnina 

·- - - -

reinforce undesirable tendencies in the 
general public. The challenge is to foster 
change on both a personal and an 
institutional level to set up a mutual 
reverberation that creates ongoing 
momentum for a sustainable society. Once 

. this reverberation becomes strong enough, 
the mode of reproduction itself will be 
affected, and a shift will begin to occur. 
The mode will begin to shed its own skin, 
with a new mode emerging in its place. 
This is what is needed and what we have 
to hope is possible. 

For reasons of space, I don't elaborate 
in the paper on the four layers of 
socialization, but a deeper understanding 
of them is important. Each one has 
associated with it a certain principle. The 
principle governing the realm of ideas is 
the necessity principle (e.g. reality is the 
way it is because of"human nature," the 
necessity for growth, or whatever) . the 
task here is to question this interpretation 
of necessity, and to suggest that maybe 
other imperatives are being ignored ( such 
as the limits to growth). The principle 
governing values is the morality principle: 
we only engage in ethical behaviour 

social movement 
techniques for in
fluencing institutions . 

- - - --
towards beings with whom we are capable 
of empathizing, understanding, and feel 
related to. Bringing people face to face, or 
exposing people to the suffering their ac
tions cause, is one way of doing this. The 
principle governing character traits is the 
reality principle: people make their 
defenses and "ways of being" congruent 
with their perceptions of social reality. If 
they live in an adversarial system, then they 
become used to confrontation and develop 
a win/lose orientation. One thing we can 
do is to create fomms of safety and mutual 
understanding where people don't feel 
they need to "confront" or "defeat" one an
other -where there's a possibility for "win/ 
win" outcomes. 

The principle governing needs/wants 
is the pleasure principle: people are social
ized to seek the fulfilment of certain needs 
or to fulfil their needs in certain ways. 
These can often be destructive. Our work 
is to assist people in identifying other -
possibly more important - unmet needs 
which might more easily be fulfilled in an 
ecological society, or to explore ways of 
meeting existing needs in less destructive 
ways. 

Because of the nature of a quarterly magazine ( run by 
. volunteer labour), it no longer makes sense to me to feature 
information ori news and resources that quickly become stale. 
Instead, I would like to publish longer, more analytical pieces on the 
dynamics of social change, particularly in an urban con text, much 
like Jennie Moore's piece in the last issue. These would focus on how 
we actually make the transition to a society characterized by 
sustainable communities. In line with that, I propose to change the 
name of this section to Social Change. beginning with the first issue of 
the new year. 

ed. Don Alexander 
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