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I think there are two quite different perspectives that we could be taking on the 

business of social change and public learning. One of them is the perspective of what 

passes for social policy formation, which is the idea of society as a kind of great 

decider: we personify the nation and we say we must learn, or we will decide, we 

must confront our problems, we must take the right decision. We’re talking about a 

process which looks at the nation as though it were a person and looks at social 

change as though it were a form of planning. There’s a quite different perspective on 

the process altogether: when we consider social change, changes in our institutions, as 

a consequence of the diffusion or spreading of something, as when, for example, a 

new kind of product or a new kind of technology or a new kind of institution spreads 

through a society. Here, the person or the agency that does the planning is the 

institution that’s doing the diffusing. The social change is a kind of by-product of that 

diffusion process. I would put it to you that these really are quite different models of 

what social change is all about, and that they may both be quite valid in their way, but 

that our current theories of both are quite inadequate.  

 

I would like to talk now about diffusion, or about the spreading of new things. And it 

seems to me that it’s worth paying attention to the concept of a diffusion system, 

which is the system current in a society for how new things are spread. I would want 

to argue that these systems change over time, that in fact they have an evolution; that 

the evolution is absolutely critical to how it is that our society works and that 

management of the society depends on our ability to spread things in it, for novelty to 

arise at points and then to spread throughout the rest of society; and that the way in 

which this evolution functions in turn depends upon the kinds of technology that we 

have for infrastructure—that’s to say, the ways in which men, money, materials and 

information flow throughout the society. The diffusion system is a function of the 

infrastructure technology and both are in process of evolution.  

 

Now there is a kind of model for diffusion processes and it’s a very old model—that 

of a solar system with a centre and a periphery to it: the novelty to be spread is at the 

centre and the potential adapters or users of the novelty are at the periphery. This is 

the model of diffusion that is practised in a classroom, for example, or by a doctor or 

by a teacher of any sort, and it rests on a series of assumptions. One is that whatever it 

is that’s to be diffused or spread exists before the spreading begins. Another is that the 

growth or spreading of new things takes place by the movement of those things out 

from the centre to a periphery, and another that what it is that gets spread is a product 

or a technique. Really, the archetype of diffusion is the agricultural county extension 

agent, the fellow that used to go in and inform the farmers how to farm better: he was 

diffusing techniques, telling them how to do things, getting them to use products they 

hadn’t used before. A salesman is another kind of diffuser. So is a teacher or a doctor. 

In fact, society can be broken down into diffusion and non-diffusion roles.  
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Some people look at the process of diffusion as though it consisted in communicating 

information about the new thing from some person, A, who knows about the new 

thing, to another person, B, who doesn’t know about it. And that’s primarily what it’s 

about. The centre-periphery model depends on certain assumptions and has certain 

limits to it. Think about what it is that prevents that model from increasing its scope. 

One question is: how much energy or how much resource is there at the centre? 

Another is: how long are the spokes of that wheel, how many points are there round 

the periphery, how much work do you have to do to get anybody at the periphery to 

accept the new invention, and how good is the infrastructure that connects the centre 

to the periphery? So if you’re a doctor in India distributing contraceptive products and 

the road system is very bad, which it is, you may find your ability to distribute such 

products is extremely limited: doctors, in fact, tend to use elephants, partly because on 

roads as bad as the ones in India an elephant is a perfectly good infrastructure device, 

and partly because of the public relations value of an elephant if you’re in India.  

 

Another feature of the centre-periphery model is its capability for managing feedback, 

because one of the things that’s important about such a structure is that the centre 

discovers what’s happening at the periphery, and may modify its behaviour on the 

basis of what it discovers. That means that information has to move into the centre 

from the periphery and go back out in the form of changed behaviour, and the ability 

of the structure to function is in part dependent on how well that feedback mechanism 

works. There are two variations of this model that are worth mentioning. One of them 

I name after a grand old American figure called Johnny Appleseed, who was a little 

man with a big bag of appleseeds on his back who wandered in mythological times 

throughout America spreading appleseeds from which apples would grow. And the 

other is a kind of magnet model.  

 

Johnny Appleseed is the model of the bard, the troubadour, the travelling salesman, 

the agricultural county extension agent, the revolutionary, the radical organiser like 

Sol .1insky. He’s the moving centre, who carries his message with him and creates 

new peripheries wherever he goes. The magnet model is the model of German 

universities in the 19th century, the model of Britain in the great days of Empire, the 

model of the United States and Soviet Russia for underdeveloped countries, where the 

periphery comes into the centre. There are advantages and disadvantages with both 

forms of the model, but in neither case does the centre manage the periphery or 

manage the relationship between centre and periphery. In both cases those things 

happen as they happen. The system fails—that is to say, the simple centre-periphery 

system fails—when the load that it has to bear is greater than its capability for bearing 

it. If you’re a man detailed by a drug company to sell drug products to doctors, and 

they give you one too many doctors to handle and you can’t manage it, then the 

system breaks down: you don’t make your visits, you don’t sell your product, you 

don’t convey correct information back to the firm.  

 

 

Empire-Building  

There is a kind of modification of the simple centre-periphery system which has 

grown up as though to combat the limitations of the simple centre-periphery mould 

and I would like to give it the name of the proliferation-of-centres model. It sounds 

simple. What it does, in effect, is to take the primary centre and replicate it, so that 
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what you now have is a new kind of centre in the middle and a series of what you had 

before on the periphery. The Roman Army is not a bad model of it. Rome now 

becomes a new sort of primary centre and each of the Roman colonies becomes a 

secondary centre capable of distributing military conquest, Roman technology, 

Roman culture throughout the colonies. The primary centre in Rome takes on a series 

of new functions. It becomes the trainer, the developer, of secondary centres; it 

becomes the decision-maker as to their deployment; and it becomes the manager of 

the system as a whole. The scope of the operation is enormously increased—in fact, 

exponentially increased: whereas before you could only move as far out as your 

primary centre had resources to move, you now have no such limitation because 

you’re capable of replicating what the primary centre used to do.  

 

The Jesuits are one of my favourite examples of a proliferation-of-centres model. In 

the 16th and early 17th centuries, their great organisational genius conceived of the 

notion of a primary centre which had two features to it: one of these had to do with 

the substantive message of Catholicism, while a second level had to do with 

systematic routine methods for the diffusion of Catholicism. Both messages were 

transmitted to secondary centres sent all over the world—an effort made dependent on 

the infrastructure technology of the time-and the system was managed with great 

success on almost any criterion one would choose to name, including growth, return 

on investment, profit on sales. Colonisation in the 16th century is another model of 

the proliferation of centres. Colonists now become the conveyors of the message, 

which is the message of development of conquest, but also—almost as a by-product—

the message of the culture that’s being conveyed, and each new colony becomes a 

secondary centre for diffusing the message of the primary culture.  

 

The 19th century, and particularly the late 19th century and the early 20th century, 

saw the flowering of a series of models of the proliferation of centres and I think there 

are three reasons for this. One was industrial expansion. The notion of the 

proliferation-of-centres model permits world-wide industrialism to begin, and my 

favourite model, although it came considerably later, is the Coca-Cola Company. 

Coca- Cola has a magnificently simple message. It’s a simple syrup which is 

everywhere uniform; it has a very simple method for distribution—bottling. The 

capability for world-wide diffusion of the message of Coca-Cola, whose goodness or 

badness I propose to say nothing about, is possible because of the simplicity of the 

central message and the uniformity with which it can be diffused. Mess it up, add 

variations, and you make the world-wide system impossible.  

 

Secondly, consider the Communist movement, another wonderful model of the 

proliferation of centres. Here the central metaphor is the metaphor of cells. Again, we 

have two sorts of message: one is the message of the Communist Revolution itself and 

the other is the message that has to do with techniques for diffusing the first 

message—that is to say, how a good revolutionary goes about his business. There is, 

with the growth of the Third International and other devices of international 

communist expansion, the concept of uniform replication of communist ideology and 

of the techniques of diffusion of the communist message. Thus the building of a 

network of cells, the maintenance of a network of cells, is a proliferation-of-centres 

model on which the world-wide diffusion of the communist message and method 

becomes possible.  
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Thirdly, consider imperialism, and here the British experience of the 19th century 

seems to me particularly interesting. Imperialism becomes possible because nations 

like Britain become centres both of a particular message for the content of that 

culture-how it is to be managed, what its institutions are to be like, how its civil 

service is to be run, how schools are to function, what religion is to be about—and 

also of a set of techniques for how that message is to be diffused; and whether the 

diffusion of this message comes as a consequence of conquest or of commerce, the 

fact remains that as one travels about the world and visits the sites of colonies there is 

no question as to the efficacy of that diffusion system. In its essence it s similar to the 

diffusion system of world-wide industrialism and to the diffusion system of the 

Communist movement, both of which are also phenomena of the late 19th and early 

20th centuries.  

 

Not surprisingly, these three movements tend to be mistaken for one another. We say 

industry is really a kind of imperialism or, when you think about communism, it’s 

really been a vehicle for industrialising the world through which the world became 

modernised. It isn’t easy to pull these things apart, and one of the reasons it isn’t easy 

is because, underneath, the organisational structure-the communications structure on 

which they all functioned and through which they became world-wide movements—

was the same. They all depended on the dominant infrastructure of the time—the 

infrastructure of railways, the steamship and, later on, the telegraph. Similarly when 

they failed, they all failed in the same way. They failed through the periphery getting 

out of control. We have different names for this: in the corporation it is called the 

conflict between the centre and the branch, the centre and the region; among the 

communists, it’s called bourgeois deviationism; and in the Church it’s called heresy. 

Basically it’s the same phenomenon of the periphery getting out of control, distorting, 

or deviating from conformity to, the centre message. What’s interesting about the 

process is that what from the centre looked like the periphery getting out of control, to 

the periphery looked like creativity—Christianity, after all, turns out to be the 

development of a rather minor heresy.  

 

The great proliferation-of-centres models of the late 19th and early 20th centuries turn 

out to have been learning systems in spite of themselves. That is to say, when change 

occurred which was responsive to the special conditions which obtained at the 

periphery, the centre always found it necessary to disengage, to react against that 

change, no matter how adaptive the change may have been. The overall pattern runs 

roughly this way. A primary centre emerges, it develops a diffusion system, it 

replicates itself in many secondary centres. The primary centre specialises in the 

creation and management of secondary centres and in the management of the overall 

network, then the diffusion system fragments, the centre loses control, the network 

disintegrates, the secondary centres gain independence, or they decline, or they 

themselves assume the role of primary centre. The reasons for that decline or for that 

disintegration may be several. They may have to do with the limits of the 

infrastructure, the limits of the technology for the flow of information if the centre 

can’t reach the outposts adequately. They may have to do with a constraint on the 

centre’s ability to manage that complexity. They may have to do with the motivations 

of the agents of diffusion.  

 

Why is it that anybody would want to be out on the periphery? It seems to me that a 

number of different kinds of motivation are possible. One is the desire to get away 
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from an unpleasant situation at the centre. One is the sense of the romance of being 

out on the periphery. One is, again, the sense of missionary vitality. Underlying the 

great proliferation-of-centres models of the late 19th and early 20th centuries is the 

missionary view. One has to have an almost religious conviction of the validity of the 

message and the importance of its diffusion, whether that message is the message of 

imperialism or communism or modern industry, in order to be willing to go out to the 

periphery.  

 

Perhaps the major source of failure in the proliferation-of-centres model has to do 

with the rigidity of central doctrine in relation to what’s going on at the periphery. 

You have what looks, after the fact, like the stupidity of the Third International with 

respect to revolution according to the likes of each country, the stupidity of the 

Church, for example, in the delays they practised before allowing the liturgy to be in 

Chinese in China, the stupidity of Coca- Cola which for a long time insisted on 

providing brown liquid for Africans when Africans didn’t like brown liquid: they 

liked orange liquid. The need to modify the central message according to the 

requirements and the lights of the periphery poses great problems for the 

proliferation-of- centres system, because the whole structure of the system, its 

effectiveness, depends upon the simplicity and the uniformity of that message.  

 

 

The Youth Movement  

If we think for a moment about what’s happened since the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries to these systems of rediffusion, we’re thrown back on our earlier views 

about businesses. We can now look at the constellation firm as a diffusion system: 

seen as a diffusion system, it showed capability for varying the message over a period 

of time while still keeping the basis of the centre-periphery system. The firm built 

around a functional system changed the unit that diffused, talked about the system for 

keeping clothes clean as the thing to be spread rather than a particular product like a 

detergent, thereby making a major shift.  

 

By this time it has become clear that diffusion processes are also necessarily 

processes for social learning, since it’s a process by which people learn to adopt and 

to practise new forms of behaviour. There is today another process going on which 

also provides a model for theories about diffusion systems: it’s the series of social 

movements in the United States which are in part the movement of youth, in part the 

peace movement, in part the civil rights movement. Regardless of the precursors that 

all this may have had in the Thirties, one can find a clear beginning in the Mississippi 

summer of 1964 when young college students, clergymen, black leaders and others 

went down into the Mississippi Delta to begin to work on the problems of civil rights 

there, lived together and drew something out of the experience of living together. In 

1965 there was the banding together of the students in Mario Savio’s Free Speech 

Movement at the University of California, which was connected with the Mississippi 

summer of 1964. In 1966 we began to see the development of Black Power, with the 

concept of the urban neighbourhood as the centre, and civil rights, though not in the 

mode of 1964, again drawing in the youth. Later, in 1968, there was the McCarthy 

campaign. The issues of peace, of civil rights, the Vietnam issue, the issue of social 

injustice in the country, all began to clonk together and clearly there is in the United 

States, at the present time, no more powerful movement than the social process which 

has been combined out of these elements.  



 6 

If we think about that as a diffusion system what can we say about it? One thing is 

that it has no clear centre. There was a centre in the Mississippi Delta in 1964—it 

shifted. In 1965 there was another one at Berkeley, California. In 1966 there were ten 

others in the ghettos of the United States. In 1968 the centre became McCarthy. 

There’s a shifting centre and no stable message. The message of the civil rights 

movement, the message of the Vietnam movement, the message of the youth 

movement has been constantly shifting. There are the theories of Marcuse, there are 

the theories of Paul Goodman, there are the theories of Tom Hayden, there are the 

theories of the SDS. These theories arise spontaneously, they modify themselves, and 

the best you can say about them is that they have a kind of family resemblance to one 

another. You can’t describe the system as a centre-periphery system: nothing is 

radiating out from the centre to its periphery. It’s a kind of amoeba, with very unclear 

boundaries, with no clear centre, with no clear structure, but with a very powerful, 

informal, interpersonal network that pulls the whole thing together. And not only does 

it survive but it turns out to be darn near invulnerable, and its invulnerability in part 

depends on precisely those ways in which it is different from the centre-periphery 

model. There is no clear, stable centre, nothing to strike at.  

 

One of the features of such a diffusion system is that it depends upon the magnificent 

technological infrastructure of the time. It’s possible to know at Cornell tomorrow 

what happened in Berkeley today, and it’s possible to know in the Detroit ghetto on 

Friday what took place in the Mississippi Delta on Thursday night. This is a function 

of technology, but also of the strange and wonderful networks of interpersonal 

connection stretching over the entire nation which enable the pieces of this system to 

connect together. It has, therefore, a remarkable kind of adaptability, which can be 

compared only to one other sort of institution currently extant in American society 

and that’s the beginning of the business-systems firm. The two forms of institution in 

our society which I think are most promising as learning systems, as systems capable 

of transforming themselves without disruption and of changing behaviour in response 

to the requirements of changing situations, are also those two systems which in some 

ways appear to be most antithetical to one another. The most advanced systems of 

business, and the youth movement, turn out to be converging on a single sort of 

system.  

 

The classical models for the diffusion of innovation took a product or a technique as 

the unit to be diffused. The business- systems firm and the youth movement are 

biased toward a functional system of thought and action as the unit to be diffused. The 

classical model is a centre-periphery one: the business-systems firm and the social 

movements associated with youth and Vietnam have a pattern of systems 

transformation which is not centre- periphery. The classical model had a fixed centre 

and clearly defined leadership: the youth movement and the business-systems firm 

both tend to have shifting centres and ad hoc leadership as the requirement arises. The 

earlier system had relatively stable messages and a pattern of application of a central 

message: the later ones have evolving messages. The earlier systems were limited in 

their scope by resources and energy at the centre and by the capacity of the spokes: 

the latest systems are limited only by the qualities of the technological infrastructure 

of the time. The reason I dwell at such length upon this development is that I think it 

contains within it the seeds of what it means to be a learning system in our time. 


