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Preface

In the early 1970s, when I first carried out empirical research in the
Caribbean, I spent almost a year and a half in a small Caribbean
village. It had around 500 inhabitants, 50 per cent of whom were
under the age of 15, and its history had been dominated by the
rise and fall of the cocoa industry of Trinidad, an industry which
owed much of its success to the collective sweet tooth of
generations of British children and the demand of British
chocolate manufacturers for Trinidadian cocoa. When children’s
tastes changed, or when there were improvements in cocoa
refining techniques, the villagers were crucially, sometimes cruelly,
affected.

The villagers had also been influenced by the increased
prosperity of a young Scot who, so the story goes, went to
Trinidad in the 1860s with a few pounds in his pocket, and became
one of the leading landowners and politicians in Trinidad. Many
years later, his son was sent to Eton and was to become (when he
left the Caribbean) one of the richest landowners in Scotland.
Much of this wealth came from Trinidad, not just from the village
and not just from cocoa, but his fortune was undoubtedly founded
in the cocoa industry, and in land acquired, one way or another,
from countless Trinidadian peasants.

By Western standards, the villagers were poor, and they were
fully aware of their poverty. They lived ‘behind God’s back’. They
wanted to do better and, if they were not young, they wanted their
children or their grandchildren to better themselves: to be
educated at grammar schools, to become teachers or nurses or,
failing this, clerks or taxi drivers. Young people wanted and were
encouraged to move to town to increase their prospects, not
only to improve their chances of employment but also to be able to
afford the items ready cash could buy: radios, tape-recorders and
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evenings at the cinema. And they did move, so much so that few of
them were actually resident in the village by the time they were
20, returning only for the occasional week-end and at holiday
times. The older people were left to carry on as best they could,
farming their inaccessible land or persuading someone else to do it
for them, and the few young people who remained attempted to
safeguard their future by working for the local authority and on
the state-sponsored road programme. As far as possible they
avoided agriculture, which was relatively poorly paid.

At the time I wrote up my research, (Harrison, 1975)
underdevelopment theory had made little impact in departments of
anthropology, but in many respects it was quite clear that the
village was ‘dependent’ on the outside world—that is, the rest of
Trinidad as well as other parts of the world system. However,
although they were not as prosperous as they had been in the past,
the villagers had a thriving culture which was far from a reflection
of some metropolitan centre. Socialization into village life gave
actors a well-understood °‘life plan’ of how they were expected to
behave towards members of the opposite sex and towards their
elders, age mates and outsiders, and the gossip network of
‘Demsay’ was active enough to publicize the activities of those
who stepped out of line. This was not unusual: there were
frequent disputes between men and women, between young and
old, and between women born in the village and women born
elsewhere. As one would expect, the beliefs of these descendants of
Venezuelan peons and African slaves exhibited elements from
Latin America, Africa and Europe. Nevertheless, their culture was
their own. Although undoubtedly shaped by the experiences of
their ancestors and honed by economic uncertainty, it was a vital
and continuing guide to being human in Demsay. In so far as the
village way of life was an ‘articulation’ of different traditions,
modes of production, and so on, it had been brought into
existence, maintained, altered and passed on by the actors
themselves.

Some time after I left the village, it was provided with
electricity. Most people would agree that this was a good thing.
Having obtained electric light, the villagers went on to acquire
television sets, and the enterprising rum shop proprietor installed a
juke box. Observers of village life might have mixed feelings about
such additions, but the villagers themselves were in no doubt that
they were desirable.
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My first ‘professional’ experience of the Third World was an an
anthropologist, and I now find the distinction between social
anthropology and sociology quite artificial. Ultimately, the
sociology of modernization and development is about people, in
the Third World and elsewhere, who have their own ideas of
progress, who live in a socio-economic environment which they
cannot fully control, and who yet have their own cultures, their
charters for living. The external and the internal are both
important, and the actors’ views of their position should not be
discounted by some fancy theorist who feels he or she knows
better. At the same time, most sociologists would probably claim
that their disciplined, theoretically-informed way of perceiving the
social world can provide insights not immediately available to
Trinidian villagers or anyone else they might have studied.
Provided it is carried out with caution, scepticism and a degree of
humility, the sociological attempt to understand what is happening
in the social world seems to be based on a worthy aim.

The juke box and the television sets were small examples of
modernization, and may or may not be considered as evidence of
development. In the final chapter, I define modernization as what
is ‘up to date’ in a specific location at any given time. It is usually
the result of a process of “Westernization’, involving economic,
political, social and cultural changes which contrast with a previous
‘traditional’ stability. Indeed, any reference to modernity seems to
imply some kind of contrast with a pre-existing order, and in such
circumstances conflict may occur. But other outcomes are also
possible, and all that can be said with certainty is that the present
is always the result of an active accommodation to, or
confrontation with, the past.

Development is defined as much the same as modernization: a
far-reaching, continuous, and positively evaluated change in the
totality of human experience. The difference between the two
concepts is that whilst there need be no argument about
modernization, about what is actually happening, there will
inevitably be strong disagreements as to whether or not
development is also occurring. Development, then, is always a
valued state, which may or may not have been achieved in some
other social context, and which may not even be achievable.

In the past, modernization theorists tended to equate
modernization and development. They focused largely (but not
entirely) on the ‘new’ nation states, and assumed that what had



occurred in the West could be repeated, albeit with a little help in
the way of capital, technology, expertise and ‘rationality’.
Underdevelopment theorists and other critics of modernization
theory have taken a more hostile attitude to Westernization,
arguing that the expansion of Western capitalism incorporated the
Third World into an exploitative world system, thus leading to its
underdevelopment. They concentrated on the (mainly
detrimental) links of Third World with the world system, and
until recently have paid relatively little attention to the domestic
structures of Third World societies.

These perspectives are partial and do not necessarily contradict
one another. It is therefore mistaken to regard them as competing
paradigms. As far as empirical evidence is concerned, there is a
‘limited commensurability’ which is clearly indicated in the
ongoing debates over modernization and development in the
Third World. The polemics and acrimony arise not from an
analysis of empirical evidence but over the way it should be
interpreted—that is, over whether or not what is happening should
be regarded as ‘development’. And criteria for development are not
laid down by sociological theory but by ideologies, which are the
subject of as much disagreement among social scientists as among
other members of society. In fact, even ideologies may be modified
when confronted with empirical data. As a result, some theorists
are reassessing the view that capitalism is ‘in crisis’ and that
socialism, in the Third World or elsewhere, is inevitably
‘progressive’. This debate will continue and is likely to gain
momentum. As I was putting the finishing touches to this book, a
recent collection of articles on capitalism in the Third World was
published (Berger, 1987b). Admirably illustrating the trend I have
just described, it subjects the claim that capitalism leads to
inequality in the Third World to empirical scrutiny. The evidence
put forward is far from conclusive, but Berger suggests it favours
‘the proposition that capitalist development generates powerful
equalizing forces, and that it tends to do so more reliably and
more humanely than its empirically socialist or statist competitors’
(1987b, p. 15). Some will reject this conclusion for ideological
reasons alone but others will take up the challenge, and the
outcome will be a renewed commitment to study the nature of
capitalism in the Third World. Provided the debate is conducted
with a degree of sociological scepticism and a due concern for
empirical accuracy, theorists of all persuasions will be involved.
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They need not be convinced of the virtues of capitalism; indeed,
unbelievers may gleefully note that in Britain publication of
Berger’s book more or less coincided with a collapse of the world’s
financial markets. This merely emphasizes the danger of nailing
sociological colours to ideological masts.

Modernization or underdevelopment? We can argue about the
evaluations and debate the empirical evidence, but the sociology
of modernization and development embodies the concerns of
competing perspectives. We need to focus on the actor and the
system, on culture, values and political and economic change, on
diffusion and innovation, and on the importance of domestic
structures as well as links with external institutions and the world
system. As part of this study, we need also to examine the role of
social scientists themselves as active diffusers of Western
perceptions of development, be they capitalist or socialist, and to
recognize that, as it now stands, the sociology of modernization
and development is firmly located in Western intellectual traditions
which go back (at least) to Marx, Durkheim and Weber.

The customary thanks will be few but genuine. I did my own
typing, so at least I have one cause for self-congratulation. Bill
Williams provided the initial challenge to write the book, and then
another along the way. Marc Williams and Sheila Smith,
colleagues at the School of African and Asian Studies, and Steven
Yearley and Aidan Foster-Carter all read sizeable sections of the
manuscript. Their comments were greatly appreciated, even if
they were sometimes (wrongly?) ignored. Greta Bowman gave me
consistent support, and Asha and Ian, our children, constantly
made me aware that there is more to life than writing books.
Gordon Smith, of Unwin Hyman, was more quietly concerned
with such matters, and I must record my gratitude for his patience
and assistance. A special word of thanks to Pete Saunders, my
friend and colleague at Sussex. He read and commented
extensively on an earlier draft and was made to discuss it, inter
alia, over many a Sunday pint. I am glad he is around in ‘the
lecture rooms of the university’.

Obviously, no one I have mentioned can possibly be blamed for
the many errors of fact, omission, and interpretation in the
following pages. The project grew more daunting every day, and I
am aware that I have taken numerous hostages to fortune. It is
with some trepidation that I have to accept (to give another example
of diffusion) that ‘the buck stops here’.
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Early Modernization Theory

Introduction

There is no one modernization theory. Rather, this term is
shorthand for a variety of perspectives that were applied by non-
Marxists to the Third World in the 1950s and 1960s. The
dominant themes of such perspectives arose from established
sociological traditions and involved the reinterpretation, often
conscious, of the concerns of classical sociology. Evolutionism
(with its focus on increasing differentiation), diffusionism,
structural functionalism, systems theory and interactionism all
combined to help form the mish-mash of ideas that came to be
known as modernization theory. There were inputs from other
disciplines, for example, political science, anthropology,
psychology, economics and geography, and in the two decades
after the Second World War such perspectives were increasingly
applied to the Third World.

In many respects, the beginnings of modernization theory can
be traced to antiquity, when the notion of evolution was first used
with reference to human society. Certainly, the idea of progress is
a continuing theme in Western intellectual thought. However, it
was not until the eighteenth century that the evolution of societies
was studied in a systematic way. As Bock remarks,

a long, gradual process of social and cultural change
considered as differentiation, a movement through defined
stages from the simple to the complex, has marked Western
social thought throughout and dominated the great
eighteenth-century program to establish a science of man
and society (1979, p. 70).
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Social evolutionism reached well into the nineteenth century,
where it was reinforced by Darwin’s work on biological evolution,
and none of the early sociologists were free from this. In Western
Europe, the nineteenth century was a time when people were
aware that they were living through massive social changes which
were radically altering the structures of society. As Bock has
pointed out elsewhere (1964) nineteenth century theories of
evolution were characterized by an emphasis on the naturalness
and inevitability of such changes. It was the °‘blockages’ in
evolution that required explanation, rather than the process itself.
Change was seen to be continuous, slow, and manifest to all who
possessed the necessary social scientific ‘key’ to understanding it.
In so far as change occurred, it was deemed to follow the same
pattern, and societies were distinguished from one another in that
they occupied different positions on the evolutionary scale. The
higher they moved up the scale the closer they became in type to
Western industrial societies, and it should be noted that such
societies were regarded by most writers (themselves of Western
origin) as the highest known forms of civilization. Marx, for
instance, spoke of ‘laws’, of ‘tendencies working with iron
necessity toward inevitable results’, and suggested that ‘the
country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less
developed, the image of its own future’ (Marx, 1954, p. 19).

Although there was considerable admiration for the
achievements of Western industry and technology, the admiration
was tinged with fear. The old order was being swept away and,
with it, the security and predictability that seemed to characterize
pre-industrial society. Indeed,

the fundamental ideas of European sociology are best
understood as responses to the problem of order created at
the beginning of the nineteenth century by the collapse of the
old regime wunder the blows of industrialism and
revolutionary democracy (Nisbet, 1966, p. 21).

Some of the main elements of nineteenth-century evolutionary
theory can be seen in the work of Durkheim, especially in The
Division of Labour in Sociery (1964, first published 1893). For him,
pre-industrial societies, in particular, simple, unsegmented
societies based on the horde or the clan, were typified by
mechanical solidarity. In such societies, rules were based on an
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unstated but dominant consensus, the ‘collective conscience’, and
individuals were similar to one another in crucial behavioural and
moral respects. Social solidarity was borne out of likeness,
resemblance and the unity of individual consciences, and it was
mechanical because of the absolute domination of the collective
conscience, which was based primarily on religious beliefs and
sentiments. Durkheim viewed with considerable misgiving the rise
of Western industrial society and the corresponding decline in the
influence of the common conscience, and noted the increased
heterogeneity, individualism and interdependence that arose from
the division of labour. He considered that there were, in these
developments, the seeds of a new moral order, and a social
solidarity that was organic rather than mechanical. That said, he
was also aware that evolution from one kind of social solidarity to
another was not automatic; indeed, he felt that at the end of the
nineteenth century, Western European societies evidenced an
abnormal form of the division of labour. Lacking consensus, they
were characterized by ‘anomie’, that is, rootlessness and a lack of
regulation, and the moral order needed to be based on
occupational associations which would provide individuals with
moral discipline, with a sense of belonging, and which would
encourage social solidarity and mutual assistance. In this way, the
division of labour would be able to take over from the common
conscience: ‘It is the principal bond of social aggregates of higher
types’ (Durkheim, 1964, p. 173).

For Durkheim, then, societies evolve from lower to higher
stages, and move from the simple and undifferentiated to the more
complex. Western industrial society, with its highly developed
division of labour, is ultimately superior to pre-industrial society,
but only when it has dealt with the problems of social integration
and value consensus. Taken together, these may be seen as the
dominant themes of evolutionary theory which were to pass,
through Durkheim and other nineteenth-century writers, into
modernization theory. They were formulated at a time of rapid
social and economic change, when traditional social orders were
under attack and when the bases of new societies were yet to be
established. They were revived after the Second World War, during
a similar period of rapid socio-economic and political change.
Then, however, it was the orderly evolution of the ‘new nations’ of
the Third World which exercised the minds of the (predominantly
Western) social scientists.
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Evolutionism was but one of several influences on
modernization theory. Indeed, even by the end of the nineteenth
century, evolutionism was strongly challenged by the diffusionists,
who sought to provide an alternative approach to social and
cultural phenomena.

Just as the idea of evolution referred to a genuine core
phenomenon of progressive development, which occurred
sometime in some places but not at all times in all places, so
the idea of diffusion referred to the equally real transmission
of cultural artefacts and other ‘traits’ from one region or
community to another (Leaf, 1979, p. 164).

In North American anthropology, the notion of diffusion was
associated with the rise of the Boas ‘school’ of ethnography.
Generally, it came to be felt that evolutionist theories were
inadequate in the explanation of social change. Their focus on one
path of development was increasingly regarded as simplistic. In
addition, the carnage of the First World War, in which millions
were killed and wounded, dealt a severe blow to the smug
assumption that Western culture and civilization were more
advanced than elsewhere, and did little to confirm the view that
technological supremacy was necessarily an advantage. The
diffusionist perspective is based, in general, on the assumption
that a common cultural pattern, or similar cultural artefacts, will
have originated from a single source, and that innovation is likely
to occur once only, rather than to be repeated by different groups
at different times.

Whereas evolutionists focused on the transmission of culture
over time, the diffusionists examined the way it was transferred in
space via social interaction. Both perspectives encouraged a
comparison of different cultures, but both also led to a great deal
of unsupported speculation. It was hardly possible to subject the
notion of stages of development to any empirical test, given the
vast time spans involved, and a similar difficulty arose in
discussions about the diffusion of cultural traits. To take a small,
but later, example: when M and F Herskovits studied a
Trinidadian village in the 1930s, they noted that eating habits
were African, and that the men of the family ate meals before and
apart from the women and children (1947, p. 289). In their view,
this cultural trait clearly had been diffused from Africa. However,
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it had also been noted, at about that same time, by Arensberg and
Kimball in rural Ireland, (1968, pp. 35-8; first published 1940)
and thus the source of this particular cultural trait becomes less
obvious. On a much larger scale, at the turn of the nineteenth
century, it was actually suggested that all civilization had been
diffused from ancient Egypt. Given this kind of generalization, it
was not surprising that diffusionism became discredited. Isolated
cultural traits, abstracted from their social context, were stripped
of their significance in the continuing round of social life and
forced to become components of highly fanciful explanations.

Despite the problems encountered in diffusionist explanations,
diffusionism was to remain an important component in North
American social science for some time. For a while, it seemed to
have completely eclipsed evolutionism, and the two perspectives
were often regarded as incompatible. For White, a committed
evolutionist, the Boas school was wrong in contending that
theories of cultural evolution had been disproved by the facts of
diffusion. In his view, the early evolutionists were fully aware of
diffusion, and it was the diffusionists who ‘confused the evolution
of culture with the culture history of peoples’ (White, 1945, p.
343). Evolutionists did not insist that every social group had to go
through every stage:

The fact that a tribe gets a complex of traits from a foreign
source of diffusion has nothing whatever to do with the series
of stages in which this culture complex developed. Morgan
and Tylor were well aware that tribes can and do take ‘short
cuts’ via diffusion (White, 1945, p. 345).

As Evans-Pritchard noted (1962, pp. 17-18), diffusionism had
less of an impact in Britain. In itself, this would be
irrelevant, except for the fact that Parsons, one of the key figures
in modernization theory, was strongly influenced by British social
anthropology. Perhaps for this reason, the concept of diffusion did
not figure to any large extent in his ‘grand theory’, but it was to
become important in empirical studies of modernization,
especially in attempts to understand how innovations were
diffused.

For a time, evolutionism and diffusionism not only were
regarded as mutually exclusive but also were considered to be
alternatives to structural functionalism. The main tenets of
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modern structural functionalism are well known: societies are
more or less self-sufficient, adaptive social systems, characterized
by varying degrees of differentiation, and with roles and
institutions, rather than concrete individuals, as their principal
units. The balance, or equilibrium, of the various parts of the
whole is maintained for as long as certain functional prerequisites
are satisfied and, generally speaking, an institution is ‘explained’
once the functions it fulfils are satisfied. Finally, the entire system,
or any part of it, is kept together through the operation of a central
value system broadly embodying social consensus. That this kind
of perspective need not be incompatible with evolutionism can be
seen from Durkheim, who nevertheless was careful to distinguish
between historical and functional elements in his explanations of
social phenomena. As he puts it:

To demonstrate the utility of a fact does not explain its
origins, nor how it is what it is. The uses which it serves
presume the specific properties characteristic of it, but do
not create it (1982, p. 119-20).

In the opening decades of the twentieth century, evolutionism and
diffusionism not only vied with each other for adherents, but also
with structural functionalism, which was to become the dominant
perspective in sociology and anthropology. Much of its increased
influence was due to Malinowski, who was perhaps the first to
develop structural functionalism as a specific approach to
fieldwork. He insisted that to understand social life it is not
enough to indulge in sociological abstraction. Instead, it is
necessary to enter fully into the social situation we wish to
understand, living with the indigenes, using their language,
and not interpreters, joining in their happiness and sharing in their
suffering. We had to become a part of their culture, and their
culture had to become part of us. While Malinowski’s fame now
rests more on his empirical work, especially among the Trobriand
islanders, among whom he was, in effect, interned during the First
World War, he did try in his analysis to link individual needs to
social and cultural needs. Initially, there are individual needs for
food, drink, sleep and sex. These are reflected in the needs of all
members of society for safety, bodily comfort, health and so on.
At a cultural level, there are derived needs for reproduction
through kinship and health through the practice of hygiene. This
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leads to yet another set of needs, in that societies, to survive,
require economic systems to produce for and maintain their
members, tools for production to occur, and goods for society’s
members to consume. In addition, social control is necessary, to
regulate individual behaviour, along with education to socialize the
young. Finally, political organization is also required to ensure
that orders necessary for the continued existence of society are
carried out. In this way, Malinowski moved, in fairly obvious
stages, from the concept of basic needs of individuals to the
derived needs that have to be met for the continued survival of
entire societies and cultures.

This venture into Malinowski’s structural functionalism is no
mere historical digression, for his work was to have a profound
influence on Talcott Parsons, one of the key figures in sociology
and in post-1945 modernization theory. Indeed, it was with
reference to Malinowski’s four-fold classification of needs that
Parsons was to remark that ‘it can be treated as the master
classification of functional imperatives of any social system or,
indeed, of any system of action’ (1957, p. 65). Many of the
ingredients of this ‘master classification’ were embodied in
Parsonian structural functionalism. As a result, an approach that
arose from one of the earliest empirical studies of any Third World
society entered into mainstream sociology of the 1950s and, in the
process, contributed to one of the most abstract model of systems
of action produced by any sociologist.

By the middle of the twentieth century, structural functionalists
had come to dominate sociological theory and, among them,
Talcott Parsons was pre-eminent. As Moore points out, a systems
perspective has been evident not only

in all explicitly functional analyses, but also in much
analytical work that may leave theoretical assumptions
mainly unstated, and in some scholarly work that explicitly
adopts some form of conflict orientation (1979, p. 322).

In short, functionalism was the order of the day, and it was from
the soil of Parsonian sociology that modernization theories
sprouted. It is to this crop, in some of its major manifestations,
that we now turn.
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Modernization Theory

In his inaugural address of 1949, President Truman announced the
Point Four Programme of development aid, and subsequently it
became

the policy of the United States to aid the efforts of the
peoples of economically underdeveloped areas to develop
their resources and improve their living conditions (Ohlin,
1970, p. 25).

As Ohlin and numerous others have pointed out this policy, which
was hardly new, was not put forward out of altruism. Politically,
the nations of the Third World were coming of age and, as far as
the United States was concerned, they were flirting with
undesirable elements, that is, the USSR. If modernization theory
was planted in Parsonian soil, it was tended in a political climate
dominated by the Cold War. And yet, at the time, many were
optimistic that development aid was the answer to
underdevelopment. It is not surprising, then, that early treatments
of development issues were somewhat ambivalent. The underlying
fears, as well as much that made good sense, were expressed by
several social scientists in The Progress of Underdeveloped Areas,
edited by Bert F.Hoselitz in 1952. The book itself was a response
to the Four Point programme and, although the authors came
from a variety of disciplines and shared no specific theory, several
themes emerged that were to be important for the following two
decades. Their chief concern was the interrelationship of
economic and cultural change and, more specifically, with
the effects of Western technology on non-industrial societies. It
was accepted that change in the economic sphere would lead to
other, unanticipated, perhaps untoward, changes in the social,
cultural and personality spheres. Innovation, diffusion, the
introduction of technology from the outside and the role of
traditional culture in ‘blocking’ development were continuing
themes and so, too, was the ‘threat’” of Soviet influence if
development—American style— were to fail. As social scientists,
the general aim appeared to be (to quote a parallel source) ‘to
lessen the birth pangs’ of that which had to be done. But it should
not be supposed that such writers were blindly following an
ideological line; contributors to the Hoselitz volume (1952) were
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well aware that the history of underdeveloped societies had often
been one of colonialism and coercion, and it was commonly
recognized that mono-causal theories of social change were
inadequate. Nevertheless, the influence of colonialism did not
figure as a major factor in this book; rather, it was implied that
internal factors were the most crucial in determining whether or
not development would take place. Indeed, the emphasis on
internal factors, economic, social or cultural, was to characterize
most modernization theory.

Like other contributors to the Hoselitz reader, Marion Levy
(1952a) was primarily interested in what happened when Western
technology was introduced into non-industrialized societies.
However, unlike them he attempted to use a Parsonian perspective
in his analysis, thus setting a precedent for many later studies. In
particular, Levy focused on the pattern variables.

The pattern variables were first developed by Parsons because
of his dissatisfaction with earlier studies of the ways in which
social relationships had altered in the transition from non-
industrial to industrial societies. In his view, such approaches had
presented an over-simplified picture of social change, focusing as
they did on two major variables. We have already seen, for
example, that Durkheim emphasized the shift as one from
mechanical to organic solidarity, and Parsons himself singled out
the distinction made by Tonnies between relationships based on
community (Gemeinschaft) and those based on association
(Gessellschaft) (cf. Parsons and Shils, 1962, pp. 8-9). For Parsons
and Shils, the pattern variables were basic dichotomies in role
orientations. Every actor ‘must make five specific dichotomous
choices before any situation will have a determinate meaning’
(1962, p. 76). These five choices, constituting a system, are the
only ones possible. They are necessary, habitual, and internalized
aspects of the wider value system. Actors have to decide whether
to gratify an impulse or practise self-discipline (affect or affective
neutrality); private or collective interests will be given priority (self-
orientation or collective orientation); social objects, including other
actors, will be treated in accord with general principles or
according to their standing vis-a-vis the actor (universalism or
particularism) and it has to be decided how far the actions of other
individuals are to determine our sense of their worth (ascription or
achievement). Finally, actors must decide which characteristics of
other actors are deemed to be the most important when
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interacting with them (functional specificity or functional
diffuseness).

At one stage, Parsons implied that, depending on how some of
the pattern variables were grouped, it was possible to envisage four
distinct kinds of social structure (Parsons, 1951, pp. 180-200).
First, societies with open stratification systems, where status was
closely correlated with occupational roles, where universalistic
criteria predominated in a system of free exchange, and where
individualism and high levels of consumer choice were found,
were characterized as based on a universalistic-achievement
pattern, considered to be favourable to Western industrialization.
Secondly, and slightly less favourable (for example, pre-Nazi
Germany and Soviet Russia), were those societies classified as
universalistic-ascriptive. Here, status was based more on group
membership and less on individual achievement, and there was a
corresponding decline in social mobility. Thirdly, societies based
on a particularist-achievement pattern placed little emphasis on
generalized ideals. Instead, kinship dominated the occupational
system and achievement was reduced to obtaining a position on a
status hierarchy. As an example of this kind of society, Parsons
cited Classical China. Finally, in a particularistic-ascriptive system
there was no stress at all on achievement. All positions were
ascribed and stability and tradition were highly valued. For
Parsons, ‘the Spanish-American seems to be a good example of
this social type’ (1951, p. 199).

A few years later, this classification was used, quite uncritically,
by Spengler (1955, p. 379 ff.), who had somehow obtained the
mistaken impression that Parson’s scheme was ‘based in part upon
empirical findings’ (1955, p. 380). However, the scheme
played little part in Spengler’s own analysis of the links between
values and economic growth. In fact Levy, a former student of
Parsons, was one of the first to take this framework for analysis,
which for Parsons was primarily a series of ideal type constructs,
and apply the pattern variables to the Third World:

When one looks at the social structure of relatively non-
industrialized societies, with considerable uniformity one
sees relationship patterns that emphasize traditional
thinking, particularism, and functional diffuseness, and this
would seem to be as marked with respect to the economic
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structure of those societies as with regard to others (Levy,
1952a, pp. 118-19).

More straightforwardly, Levy is suggesting that, in the Third
World, social and economic interaction is generally underpinned
by traditional values which emphasize the specific, known
characteristics of interacting individuals, rather than the
impersonal, formal, ‘rational’ criteria that allegedly operate in
industrialized societies. Furthermore, he also implies that there is
some kind of ‘fit’ between some role orientations and economic
growth. Unlike non-industrial societies, developed societies
evidence rationality, universalism and functional specificity, all of
which are said to be necessary conditions for the efficient use of
modern technology. In fact, it is a short step from this argument to
suggest that, if only the basic role orientations of Third World
actors were to become more like those that were prevalent in
Western societies, economic growth would occur. ‘“They’ would
become more like ‘us’.

A few years later, Hoselitz, an economist, also ‘lifted’ the pattern
variables from Parsons and echoed Levy’s conclusions. He, too,
considered economic roles in underdeveloped countries to be
particularistic, functionally diffuse, ascriptive and self-orientated
(Hoselitz, 1960, pp. 29-42). However, it would be mistaken to
attribute to him the belief that economic change was determined
by social and cultural factors. Rather, he aimed to demonstrate
that economic change cannot be explained by reference to
economic factors alone. Referring to the pattern variables, he
defends them against his fellow-economists:

This theoretical structure clearly omits, in the general form
in which it is stated here, the purely economic
variables significant for an explanation of the rise of average
real output, such as capital formation and changes in the
relative shares of primary and secondary industries associated
with economic development. On the other hand it explicitly
introduces a set of factors which economists almost always
neglect or underestimate and which may be regarded as the
primary social determinants of economic progress. Their
neglect by economists was perhaps due to the fact that they
are ‘qualitative’ and defy subjection to acknowledged
standards of measurement. They can be stated therefore only
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as factors which are present to a greater or smaller degree
and which have more or less significance for economic
change (1960, p. 42).

The reference to ‘social determinants of economic progress’ makes
it clear that, for Hoselitz, the economic, the social and the cultural
are interrelated, and the inter-linkages and causal patterns vary
across societies and according to the period in which development
occurs. As far as the growth of Western capitalism is concerned,
he takes a multi-causal approach, arguing that ‘cultural and social-
structural variables may be assumed to have created the
conditions for economic change’ (1960, p. 44). However, when it
comes to recent Third World development, where economic
change is more likely to be planned, the accumulation and
mobilization of capital, new skills and modern technology are of
primary importance. Here, social and cultural variables may be
distinctly secondary: unable to cause economic growth, ‘the social
structure and culture imposes modifications of and, in some
instances, barriers to the process of economic change’ (1960, p.
44-5).

Hoselitz also attempted to deal with the transition from
underdevelopment to development, and discussed at length the
possibility that innovation in economic activity tends to be
introduced by social deviants who, in some way or another, are
marginal to the rest of society. The idea that entrepreneurs are
often drawn from deviant minorities, from those who are denied
‘normal’ channels of making their way in society, was well
established by the end of the 1950s (and has long been used to
explain the role of Jews in commerce) and was to be taken up by
several modernization theorists. For Hoselitz, the focus on
deviants as innovators and entrepreneurs was interesting
and relevant, ‘a necessary but, in most cases, not a sufficient cause
for social change’ (1960, p. 68). He considered it was important,
100, to examine other factors involved in development: the man/
land ratio, for instance, which he felt helped determine the degree
to which development would be expansionist or intrinsic. Where
the former applied, economic frontiers might be extended by
migrants, with or without coercion, whereas intrinsic development
would be more likely to involve an intensification of economic
activity within a given geographical area. A similar distinction
between internal and external factors had been made by Levy
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(1952a, p. 114), who, like Hoselitz, concentrated primarily on
internal causes of development. However, Hoselitz went on to
relate the process of development to political structures,
suggesting that expansionism was more likely to occur in, and
reinforce, a relatively open stratification system, whereas intrinsic
change tended to reinforce rigid class structures and centralized
decision making.

It has been argued that Hoselitz ignored the overriding
economic and political structures within which underdevelopment
is situated (Frank, 1969, p. 37) and undoubtedly the influence of
colonialism was underplayed. However, he does not ignore it
entirely, as at least one reference to Latin America makes clear
(1960, p. 246). Then follows a passage that, with minor
modifications, could have been written by a neo-Marxist critic of
modernization theory, anxious to demonstrate the barriers erected
by international capitalism to independent capitalist development
in the Third World:

It is undeniable that the dominant status group will attempt
to prevent the development of a middle sector and will try to
draw individuals in the emerging middle class under its
influence. For an independent middle class, especially one
with independent, self-determined economic sources of social
strength, forms a danger to the leading political and status
group which has every interest to prevent or counteract this
development (1960, p. 246; my emphasis).

It is easy to criticize Hoselitz for the naivety with which he applied
the pattern variables, for the minor role he gave to colonialism and
military power and, indeed, for his stress on elites (1960, p. 75 ff).
However, he was not without merit: he warned against the view
that underdeveloped societies would follow European paths of
development, emphasized the importance of research into
development in specific societies, and attempted to relate
economic change to social, cultural and political variables. His
interest in non-economic factors associated with development was
reflected in the establishment, in the early 1950s, of the journal
Economic Development and Cultural Change. All of this was no mean
achievement for an economist writing at a time when ‘new states’
were still being formed, and who was using sociological concepts
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when sociologists themselves had paid so little attention to the
Third World.

Much the same might be said of the contribution of Riggs, a
political scientist writing at the same time as Hoselitz. In Riggs
(1964) the influence of Parsons and Levy was again evident.
Focusing especially on functional specificity, one of the pattern
variables, Riggs pointed out that the economic and social
structures of transitional societies were such that it was normally
impossible to genuinely reproduce Western institutions. Using
terms borrowed from optical science, he suggests that whereas
traditional, or ‘fused’ societies are homogeneous, and modern, or
‘diffracted’ societies are highly differentiated, transitional societies
are neither one nor the other. Like a prism, receiving white light
from one source and diffracting it in numerous directions and
colours, they contain elements, in widely differing combinations, of
both the received and the diffracted light. It is in this sense that
they are prismatic. Put more simply, transitional societies are not
what they seem. Their formal political structures, superimposed
on them by the West, only appear modern. In fact, political elites
exercise power unrestricted by those counteracting institutions
operating in the West, and there is a lack of normative consensus.
Widely differing and hostile communities and cultural groups
compete for power and influence and the bureaucracy, in these
circumstances, and despite its formal rational-legal veneer, serves
as a vehicle for self-interest and corruption, with the bureaucrats
themselves actively manipulating the system for their own ends.

Whilst Riggs was primarily interested in administration in the
Third World, there is in his work a more general recognition that
what he has to say about political and administrative structures
may also apply to other spheres of social life. He was undoubtedly
influenced by Parsons and the pattern variables, but this did not
prevent him from going further than Parsons or Levy in examining
the pent-up conflict and contradictions that may arise when
Western patterns of public administration and government are
superimposed on traditional societies. As a consequence, although
he is often regarded as a modernization theorist, his work has also
been considered relevant by critics of modernization theory (cf.
Cruise O’Brien, 1979, p. 57 ff.). It is perhaps because he did not
espouse any general theoretical approach to development and
underdevelopment that he can be claimed by both camps. That
said, his concerns have not been taken up by either and, indeed, at
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the time Riggs was writing there was no such general perspective.
In so far as he was influenced by Parsons and Levy, his insights
were obtained from texts that applied structural functionalist
models to all societies. At that time, there was no specific
sociological approach to the Third World.

Early Emprirical Studies

So far, I have referred to the first, faltering steps in the
development of modernization theory. Later, in the 1960s,
evolutionism was to make something of a come-back, and there
were also significant contributions from other sociological
perspectives. At this point, however, it would perhaps be relevant
to indicate how these early theoretical concerns were reflected in
empirical studies of the Third World, because in the late 1950s
and early 1960s there was no shortage of political will to fund such
studies. In the wider context, they were prompted by the
independence of India and Pakistan and, later, of other ‘new
states’, and the foreign aid programme of the United States
ensured that considerable research funds were available. Attention
was often directed to the numerous barriers tradition allegedly
presented to those who wished to introduce technological change
(Foster, 1962). Others examined the degree to which tradition and
modernity, seen usually as ideal types, were compatible (Randolph
and Randolph, 1967), and yet others, following established
economic theory, studied the nature and social origins of
innovators and entrepreneurs. It would be mistaken to assume
that all of this was unique to the Third World; indeed, much of it
originated in work carried out in the West. When Rogers (1962),
in a particularly influential book, summarized more than 500
accounts of the diffusion of innovation, the vast majority of his
examples were taken from the USA. And yet it seemed that if the
causes of innovation and diffusion were relevant to the United
States, a ‘developed country’, they were even more relevant to the
Third World, and later Rogers extended his interest further afield
(Solo and Rogers, eds, 1972).

One of the most famous of early modernization studies was
carried out by Daniel Lerner. In The Passing of Traditional Society
(1958) he examined the process of modernization in several
Middle East countries, carried out a sample survey in other
underdeveloped societies, and supplemented all this with
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observations of village society. The picture painted by Lerner is of
a world in which modernization is a global process, the same the
world over. Traditional society is on the wane, and Islam is
‘defenceless’ against the ‘rationalist and positivist spirit’ (p. 45). In
particular, the role of the mass media is crucial, and is associated
with a cluster of other indices of development: urbanization,
accompanied by an increase in literacy, leads to an increase in
exposure to the mass media. At the same time, the increasingly
literate and urbanized population participates in a wider economic
system. For Lerner, modernity comes about through changes not
only in institutions but also in persons, and he vividly illustrates
this in his account of the grocer and the chief in the village of
Balgat.

In 1950, when it was first visited by one of Lerner’s interviewers,
the village of Balgat, in Turkey, appeared to have no future.
Lacking a decent road, isolated from the outside world, with only
one radio, it was dominated by its chief. He owned the radio (to
which he gave selected villagers a carefully rationed access) and he
was clearly the guardian of traditional virtues of bravery, loyalty
and obedience. At the other end of the social scale was the grocer,
the village’s only merchant and non-farmer. Although he had been
to Ankara, and occasionally advised villagers planning a visit on
the best coffee houses to frequent and the most exciting films to
see, the grocer was considered a disreputable character. He openly
admitted he wanted a better life than the village could offer, stated
his individuality by wearing a necktie, and dreamed of owning an
American-style shop in Ankara. Clearly he was a fool and a heretic.

Four years later, when Lerner visited Balgat, it had a new road
and a regular bus service. Indeed, it was now a sub-district of
Ankara. The men of the village were no longer farmers; instead,
most worked for wages in Ankara’s factories, earning far more
than they could have earned in agricultural labour, and as a
consequence food had to be imported into Balgat. Money was also
spent on radios, of which there were now about a hundred, and
(the chief and his womenfolk complained) the young men of the
village were becoming disrespectful and forward towards the
young village women. However, the chief’s sons were neither
soldiers nor farmers (which he would have preferred) but
shopkeepers, thus realizing, in part, the dream of the grocer who,
regrettably, had died in the period between 1950 and 1954.
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For Lerner, the story of the grocer and the chief is a modern
parable, and one which encapsulates the world-wide process of
modernization. We might wish to be less enthusiastic than Lerner
in our assessment of the changes which occurred in Balgat
between 1950 and 1954 and, with the benefit of hindsight, we
might be less inclined to dismiss Islam as ‘defenceless’. Certainly,
the decline in local food production is difficult to justify, and the
new-found confidence of young Balgati males was, at best, a
mixed blessing. However, the parable is really a prelude to the
more general issues raised in Lerner’s study. For him, one of the
crucial aspects of modernization is the development of a ‘mobile
personality’, characterized by rationality and empathy, which
‘enables newly mobile persons to operate efficiently in a changing
world. Empathy, to simplify the matter, is the capacity to see
oneself in the other fellow’s situation’ (Lerner, 1958, p. 49-50 ;
author’s emphasis).

According to Lerner, the capacity to empathize predominates in
modern society, where it is encouraged and, to a considerable
degree taught, by the mass media—a ‘mobility multiplier’.
Modernization, then, is characterized by a high degree of literacy,
urbanism, media participation and empathy. Learner classified
individual respondents to his questionnaires as traditional,
transitional or modern. From the responses, he found that,
compared with ‘traditional’ individuals, the ‘moderns’ were
happier, better informed, and relatively young. People placed in
the intermediate category of ‘transitional’ were inclined to be
discontented and liable to extremism, especially if their progress
was blocked by a lack of suitable political institutions.

Although Lerner assumes that the process of development is
both good and inevitable, and sometimes implies that his
‘moderns’ are actually more virtuous than their traditional
counterparts, he was aware that development did not occur
without difficulties. Strains are placed on governmental
institutions, and there may be problems of social control.

In addition, he recognizes that at an individual level there will
be crises of identity, especially at the ‘transitional’ phase, where
people somehow have to adjust traditional Arab and Moslem beliefs
to a ‘modern’ setting.

Several themes common to early modernization theory are
found in Lerner’s study: the classification of societies as traditional
or modern, albeit with an intermediate category; a focus on such
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indices of modernity as urbanization and literacy; exposure to the
diffusing influence of the mass media; the importance given to
specific personality types in the process of modernization. In
addition, the implicitly evolutionist perspective, and the view of
modernization as the infusion of a ‘rationalist or positivist spirit’
owe much to an understanding, or misunderstanding, of Weber’s
work on the Protestant ethic.

As with many questionnaires used in sample surveys, it is
debatable how far stated opinion is actually reflected in social
action, and it is also questionable whether or not modernization,
which is equated with Westernization, should be presumed at the
outset to be beneficial. Certainly, to suggest that tradition is
unable to withstand modernity is sweeping enough, even without
the evaluation contained within the evolutionist perspective. It
might also be argued that Lerner ignored economic structures and
the international context in which modernization was occurring,
and there is no doubt that neo-Marxist critics would be less
favourably inclined than Lerner towards the mass media.
However, this does not make the focus on individual agents of
change invalid. The grocer of Balgat with his ‘modern’, if
somewhat outlandish, ideas is a very real figure, whose
counterparts can be found all over the Third World.
Undoubtedly, conclusions are begged about the ways in which
people become modern (and what the term really means) but the
point is that values, and their relationship to the wider
community, are significant factors in discussions of development.

The question of values was also taken up by McClelland, a
psychologist who for many years studied how people came to
evince a ‘need for achievement’, otherwise known as n.ach. By
this, McClelland means ‘the desire to do something better, faster,
more efficiently, with less effort’. (1976, p.A) Those who evidence
this trait are similar in some respects to Lerner’s mobile
personalities. In brief, McClelland asserts that the need for
achievement can be found in individuals from different cultures,
and that this need is associated with other indices of development,
including economic growth. As a personality attribute, or ‘mental
virus’, n.ach. is developed in children through literature that
emphasizes the value of self-help, competition, and generally
outgoing behaviour. Clearly, a country that wishes to encourage an
entrepreneurial spirit could inculcate its young, at the correct age,
of course, with those values associated with the need for
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achievement. However, adults, too, are able to develop this
personality trait, and McClelland claimed that short training
courses for Indian businessmen had demonstrated that within a
few days they became more adventurous, innovative, enterprising
and generally more efficient. He does not entirely ignore social
factors, and accepts that the need for achievement is not the only
ingredient in modernization. Historical factors are also important
in determining whether or not specific groups evidence the trait.
In addition, he claims that people who are especially zealous in
reformist religions are also more likely to possess n.ach., a
suggestion which, like other elements in his approach, is strongly
reminiscent of the notion of a culture of poverty, as put forward by
Oscar Lewis (1966) which also could be overcome by religious or
political conversion.

Finally, at a psychological level, economic success is seen, by
McClelland, as constructed on a desire to prove superiority and to
promote the common good. Nevertheless, such a desire can be
produced in a variety of ways, including specific training
programmes introduced primarily to promote the growth of the
need for achievement.

As Goldthorpe remarks (1975, p. 227), ‘it is difficult to escape
the impression that the ideas of McClelland and his colleagues are
not entirely free from ethnocentricism’. Indeed, this may
be something of an understatement, and Frank is typically more
forthright in suggesting that one conclusion that seems to follow
from McClelland’s work, and from that of others like him, is that
‘the present economic, social and political structure does not
matter at all: there is no need to change the status quo’ (Frank,
1969, p. 74). A society that encourages competitiveness and self-
help among the very young, that pushes the achievement mystique
at every available opportunity, that trains businessmen to develop
their need for achievement and their interest in the common good
(measured, perhaps, in profits?) and, in addition, is prepared to
grant credit and other assistance to such businessmen, surely bears
more than a passing resemblance to the United States, or to a
United States that many people fondly imagine to exist. It is one
thing to isolate selected personality characteristics, but quite
another to credit them with such importance.

Whereas the influence of Weber in the work of Lerner was
implicit, McClelland linked his own focus on the need for
achievement quite explicitly with Weber’s famous study of the role
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of Protestantism, especially the Puritan sects, in the development
of capitalism (McClelland, 1976, pp. 47-53). Weberian influence
may also be detected in the study of attitudes to modernity carried
out by Inkeles and Smith over several years and finally published
in book form in 1974. On the basis of some 6,000 interviews, that
took place in six underdeveloped countries over a ten-year period,
they find evidence of an ‘Overall Modernity’ syndrome. ‘Modern
Man’ (who appears to be without modern woman) is truly modern
when he has changed as an individual, and modernity is indicated
by the presence of a distinct set of attitudes, which may be
summarized as follows:

(1) A readiness for new experience and an openness to innovation;

(2) An interest in things other than those of immediate relevance;

(3) A more ‘democratic’ attitude towards the opinions of others;

(4) An orientation to the future rather than the past;

(5) A readiness to plan one’s own life;

(6) A belief that we can dominate our environment and achieve
our goals;

(7) An acceptance that the world is ‘calculable’ and therefore
controllable;

(8) An awareness of the dignity of others, for example, women
and children;

(9) A faith in the achievement of science and technology, albeit a
somewhat simple faith; finally

(10) A belief in “distributive’ justice.

It may be that such a list could only have been produced in the
1960s, for it is certainly ill-at-ease in the 1980s, when ‘democracy’
is often what is practised by ‘our’ side, when control and dignity
are denied to millions, and when faith in the achievements of
science and technology is, to say the least, somewhat tarnished.
Nevertheless, from even a cursory examination of the alleged
characteristics of ‘modern man’, it should be evident that many of
them have been associated with the development of Western
rationality, as seen in the writing of Max Weber. Indeed, it is
questionable, according to these criteria, how ‘modern’ many who
live in the West really are. However, Inkeles and Smith found
several factors to be important in the development of modernity,
including (again) education and exposure to the mass media and,
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in particular, experience of work in the modern factory which,
they maintain, exemplifies efficiency’ (1974, p. 158; authors’
emphasis).

Psychological studies of modernization do not necessarily rely
on insights derived from Weber. When Hagen, for instance,
attempted to explain the reasons for economic growth (1962), he
based his approach on Erikson’s personality theory (Erikson,
1950). Nevertheless, Weber’s famous thesis on the influence of
the puritan sects on the development of capitalism (Weber, 1930)
has clearly been influential in many explanations of social and
economic change. He attempted to explain why capitalism arose,
at the time it did, in Western Europe, especially England.
Although Weber is aware that the spirit of capitalism existed
before this period, he asserts that the rationalization of economic
attitudes, along with the idea that individuals were duty bound to
be diligent in their work, was given a major impetus by Puritanism,
especially Calvinism. Work became a vocation, a ‘calling’, and
success in business came to be seen as evidence of spiritual
salvation. The religious prohibition of earthly pleasures seemed to
reinforce this tendency. Put rather simply, if profit could not be
spent on wine, women and song, it could be ploughed back into
the business. Compared with this rigorous approach to work and
religion, traditional Christianity, with its array of mediators
between humanity and God, was more comfortable, less inclined
to cast doubt on an individual’s salvation, and certainly did not
regard business or industry as particularly worthy spheres of
service to the Almighty. And Weber also attempted to
demonstrate that traditional, non-Christian religions were not
conducive to the growth of the spirit of capitalism. For him, what
was of crucial importance, but not the sole explanation for
capitalism, was the difference in attitude between traditionalists
and the new capitalists. Undoubtedly, economic changes were
important. Capitalism required rational calculation in money
terms, a free labour force and a universalistic legal system with
formal rules (all of which are also emphasized by Parsons), but
most of all it required a change in attitude, a new spirit and
innovators who were calculating, daring and ‘above all temperate
and reliable, shrewd and completely devoted to their business,
with strictly bourgeois opinions and principles’ (Weber, 1930, p.
69). Once this new spirit was accepted, legitimated by, and an
unintended consequence of, Puritanism, capitalism was able to



22 THE SOCIOLOGY OF MODERNIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT

cast aside the obstacles of tradition. In short, it ‘took off’, albeit
from an economic launching pad.

Although the Weber thesis has had its critics (cf. Green, 1973;
Marshall, 1982), it exerted a powerful influence on modernization
theory. Often it was applied quite uncritically to the Third World,
even though, as I shall demonstrate later, there were social
scientists who took a less simplistic approach to the relationship
between tradition and modernity. However, many early
modernization studies focused on one or two key factors in the
process of modernization, and few attempted to provide a more
general framework for analysing social change in the Third World.

Smelser and Rostow

Both Smelser and Rostow attempted to provide more general
perspectives in the analysis of development. Smelser, a sociologist,
was particularly concerned with the effects of economic
development (by which he seems to have meant economic growth)
on social structures. He detailed four major processes that were
especially important. First, there was a move from simple to
complex technology, secondly, a change from subsistence farming
to cash crops, thirdly, a move from animal and human power to
industrialization and, finally, an increasingly urban-based
population. Smelser stressed that such processes would not occur
simultaneously, and that changes would differ from one society to
another. There was a variety of ‘pre-modern’ starting points and
the impetus to change would also vary, being crucially affected by
tradition, thus leading to different paths towards modernization.
He went on to suggest that national differences are always
important, even in the most advanced stages of modernization,
and also noted that ‘dramatic events’, for example, wars and
natural disasters, can crucially affect the pattern of development.

At first sight it would appear that Smelser is moving cautiously.
However, he goes on to suggest that, local conditions
notwithstanding, these four processes of change have a similar
effect on modernizing societies. First, structural differentiation
occurs, a process whereby

One social role or organization...differentiates into rwo or
more roles or organizations which function more effectively in
the new historical circumstances. The new social units are
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structurally distinct from each other, but taken together are
functionally equivalent to the original unit (Smelser, 1969;
author’s emphasis).

In other words, the family ‘loses’ functions, economic activities
become distinct from domestic and religious spheres and social
stratification becomes more complex, with greater emphasis on
achievement and social mobility.

Secondly, to maintain social cohesiveness, new integrative
mechanisms arise. Welfare agencies link the family to the
economy, voluntary associations emerge, including trades unions,
to counter feelings of anonymity brought about by urbanization,
and new political institutions cater for an increasing number of
interest groups. All of this is quite in line with a structural
functionalist perspective that emphasizes the ‘adaptive’ capacity of
societies and the corresponding need for social equilibrium.

Despite the formation of new integrative mechanisms, Smelser
regards ‘social disturbances’ as inevitable. They come about for
several reasons, the most important of which are the clash of
tradition and modernization, unevenness of structural change and
the rapidity of industrialization. In effect, modernizing societies
are portrayed as battlegrounds, where tradition is pitted against
the forces of structural differentiation and where integrative
mechanisms strive to hold the balance. The success of these
mechanisms depends, amongst other things, on the intensity of
structural change, the nature of pre-modern society, the degree to
which the rebels have access to political power, the extent to which
rival social groups overlap and, finally, the amount of foreign
intervention.

Overall, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Smelser is
dealing with a more or less uniform pattern of social change, in
which modernizing societies are following the example set by their
more advanced counterparts. And social adaptation seems to
occur without a great deal of assistance from human agents.
Instead, societies are like gigantic self-correcting machines, with
defence mechanisms being brought into play as soon as social
equilibrium is threatened. That said, he does not pretend that
modernization is easy, or that industrialization, the springboard of
economic growth, will occur immediately.
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Some of the most far-reaching structural changes have
occurred in countries where industrialization has hardly
begun. For instance, colonialism or related forms of
economic dominance create not only an extensive
differentiation of cash products and wage-labor, but also a
vulnerability to world price fluctuations in commodities.
Hence many of the structural changes already described, and
the consequent social disturbances to be described presently,
are characteristics of societies which are still technically pre-
industrial (Smelser, 1969, p. 56).

Industrialization may have ‘hardly begun’, but the implication is
that, in the end, it will come, provided that social disturbances can
be dealt with. Social and political instability will perhaps be
inevitable, either because of rapid economic growth or,
alternatively, because industrialization is not proceeding fast
enough. In these circumstances, it may be necessary for ‘strong,
centralized government’ (1969, p. 60) to emerge, perhaps using
nationalism as a rallying point, thus enhancing its own legitimacy,
obtaining sacrifices from the populace and increasing its ability to
repress protests ‘and prevent generalized symbols, such as
communism, from spreading to all sorts of particular grievances’
(1969, p. 61).

Many people in underdeveloped societies, with ideologies of the
‘Left’ as well as the ‘Right’, have made similar calls for firm
leadership, always provided, of course, that such leadership
espouses their own particular cause. Clearly, ‘strong, centralized
government’ is a term that can cover a multitude of sins, and there
can be little doubt of Smelser’s own ideological orientation.
However, his work is also open to criticism on other grounds, not
least because of its somewhat mechanistic depiction of social
change. Nevertheless, he makes it clear that he is referring to
social change in ideal-typical terms (1969, p. 43), and it is equally
clear, although implied, that the change is from ‘traditional’ to
‘modern’. It is more relevant, perhaps, to suggest that his four
major processes of economic and technological change, and their
social effects, are virtually identical to those deemed to have
occurred in the industrialized West. One need go no further than
Durkheim to discover many of them. Once again, conclusions
derived from the study of development in the West have been
applied to the Third World.
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In Smelser, we have a kind of neo-Durkheimian, structural
functionalist perspective, which sees social change in the Third
World as a necessary factor in economic growth. If only social
disturbances can be contained, perhaps through new, stronger
political institutions and leadership, the Third World will be able
to emulate the Western path, albeit with some local variations.
The alleged “fit’ between economic and social development is even
more evident in the work of Rostow, an economic historian also
interested in social change. His importance to the sociology of
development lies, first, in the promise he holds out of rapid
economic development for the Third World, if only the barriers of
tradition can be overcome and, secondly, and perhaps more
importantly, in the weight that his views came to have, for a time,
in the political arena in the United States. His economics and his
political opinions, especially during the Vietnam War, have
attracted the opprobrium of the Left, and it is not difficult to see
why. Indeed, there have been times when an attack on Rostow’s
politics has been a necessary and sufficient condition for the
discrediting of his more academic theories.

In his best known publication (1960), Rostow suggests that all
societies can be placed in one of five categories, or stages of
economic growth. These he derives from his study of Western
economic development. In traditional society, the first stage,
output is limited because of the inaccessibility of science and
technology. Values are generally fatalistic and political power is
non-centralized. At the second stage, ‘the preconditions for take-
off, new ideas favouring economic progress arise and, with them,
education, entrepreneurship, and institutions capable of
mobilizing capital. Investments increase, especially in transport,
communication and raw materials, and the result is a general
commercial expansion. Nevertheless, despite the development of
some modern manufacturing, traditional social structures and
production techniques remain. In effect, we have a dual society:

In many cases, for example, the traditional society persisted
side by side with modern economic activities, conducted for
limited economic purposes by a colonial or quasi-colonial
power (Rostow, 1960, p. 7).

For Rostow, the pre-conditions for take-off were endogenous in
Britain, whereas elsewhere they were more likely to have been the
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result of ‘external intrusion by more advanced societies’
(1960, p. 6).

Rostow’s third stage is ‘the Take-Off’, where traditional barriers
to economic growth are overcome, perhaps through the absorption
of new technology alone (as in Britain and its Dominions) or with
the additional emergence of new political groups, prepared to
accord a high priority to the modernization of the economy.
Investment increases rapidly and new industries expand, as does
the entrepreneurial class. Agriculture, too, is commercialized, with
a corresponding growth in productivity, a necessary development
if the demand emanating from expanding urban centres is to be
met.

At the fourth stage, ‘the Drive to Maturity’, between 10 and 20
per cent of national income is invested and the economy takes its
place in the international order. Technology becomes more
complex and there is a move away from heavy industry. What is
produced is now less a matter of economic necessity, more a
question of choice. This leads to the final stage, of high
consumption, where the leading economic sectors specialize in
manufacturing durable consumer goods and services. Basic needs
are satisfied and there is a focus on social welfare and security.
According to Rostow, in the United States this stage was heralded
by the mass production of the motor car.

Rostow presents us with a theory; which he claims to be
dynamic, dealing not only with economic factors but also with
‘social decisions and policies of governments’ (1960, p. 15). Like
other modernization theorists, he incorporates the notion of
diffusion in his account of development: although the European
powers did not ‘maximise the creation of the pre-conditions for
take-off’, they did move societies along the appropriate path and
‘often included modernization of a son as one object of colonial
policy’ (1960, p. 112). a statement which appears to justify
colonialism. Like Marion Levy, he regarded the process of
modernization as more or less inevitable: in theory, societies could
opt to halt development but in practice the momentum would be
maintained by population increase and the everincreasing
attractions of modern living standards. Finally, like some more
recent modernization theorists, he suggested that, at any given
time, the available technology inevitably set constraints upon social,
economic and political action but that, within these constraints,
individuals were free to make significant choices. Later, in
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response to his critics, Rostow made it clear he did not rule out
political and social intervention; however, ‘the range of choices at
any particular time is, as always, framed and limited by the
resources a society can mobilize and the imperatives of the
technologies it desires to absorb’ (Rostow, 1971, p. 177).

Since it was first put forward, Rostow’s theory of the stages of
growth has been much criticized, sometimes gently (Rostow, 1963
and 1971) and sometimes vehemently. (Frank, 1969, p. 39 ff.)
Leaving aside purely economic arguments, it is doubtful if
Western development really occurred along the lines he suggests,
and even more unlikely that it could occur on such lines in the
Third World. As Gunder Frank remarks, such an ideal-typical
approach, ‘in all its variations, ignores the historical and structural
reality of the under-developed countries’ (1969, p. 47). In short,
far from colonialism helping to modernize the Third World,
it served to hinder its development. If this is indeed the case (and
it is the nub of underdevelopment theory), the political message
emanating from Rostow’s work is even more inappropriate: if
colonialism and neo-colonialism have actively under-developed
the Third World, it is unlikely that closer association with, and
emulation of, the United States, will enable Third World
countries to make up the ground they have lost in the race towards
the age of high consumption.

It may be that, stripped of its political appeal, Rostow’s
importance has been exaggerated. Indeed, in discussing a more
recent work (Rostow, 1978), a distinguished critic claims that even
among economists Rostow’s influence has been overestimated:

What remains is a dream world in which economic growth
proceeds in all units in the same linear manner, though with
an earlier or later start and at different speeds, each
economy’s position on the Rostovian cross-country track
through the prescribed (and largely tautologous) ‘stages of
growth’ being clearly marked and graded (Hobsbawm, 1979,
p. 307).

Rostow’s theory undoubtedly shares some of the characteristics of
other modernization theorists. His wunilinear approach to
development, and the idea that traditional societies not only had
to change their economies but also their values and social
structures, can be found elsewhere. Indeed, it was but a short step
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from here to suggest, or to imply, that alterations in values could
automatically lead to changes in economic structures. In other
words: remove cultural blockages and somehow economic
development would take care of itself, perhaps with the help of a
modernizing elite and a little diffusion from outside.

Whereas Smelser considered ‘strong, centralized government’ a
necessity, and Rostow emphasized entrepreneurial elites in the
period of economic ‘take-off’, such themes were general among
early modernization theorists. Indeed, Lipset’s discussion of elites
in Latin America encapsulates some of the key concepts of
modernization theory, including yet another reference to the
pattern variables. He notes that

the available materials from many Latin American countries
seem to agree that the predominant values which continue
to inform the behaviour of the elite stem from the continued
and combined strength of ascription, particularism and
diffuseness (Lipset, 1967, p. 12).

Summarizing the available empirical studies of Latin America,
Lipset finds that a non-entrepreneurial spirit pervades
‘aristocratic’ values, and that compared with the USA at its own
‘take-off’, immigrants were heavily and disproportionately
represented among Latin American entrepreneurs. Indeed, ‘...
regardless of the causal pattern one prefers to credit for Latin
American values, they are, as described, antithetic to the basic
logic of a large-scale industrial system’ (Lipset, 1967, p. 32).

His solutions for this sad state of affairs may be described as
revolutionary and reformist. The revolutionary solution was the
overthrow of those in power who continued to insist on the
primacy of traditional values and their replacement by modern,
more entrepreneurial elites. However, there was also a reformist
solution, perhaps seen as an alternative to this drastic measure, in
which formal educational curricula were changed to emphasize
vocational criteria, problem-solving and achievement in all
disciplines, especially in science and technology. In this way,
‘traditional value systems need not be rejected, provided methods
can be found to ensure that members of the elite and recruits from
outside this stratum are motivated to study subjects which will
allow them to develop their entrepreneurial and innovative skills.
As Lipset notes, such proposals may run contrary to many
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entrenched interests and ‘considerable innovative skills may have
to be applied to overcome such opposition’ (Lipset, 1967, p. 49).

Summary

By this stage, the main tenets of modernization theory up to the mid
1960s should be evident. They can be summarized quite briefly:

(1) In many respects, modernity and tradition were regarded as
antithetical. People, values, institutions and societies were
either traditional or modern. They could not be both, and
when the two came together there would inevitably be some
kind of ‘social disturbance’. At best, there was an uneasy
symbiosis, probably of a temporary nature, in which modern
and traditional institutions might co-exist in a ‘dual society’.
In more human terms, the grocer could live alongside the
chief—but not for long.

(2) Early modernization theory placed special stress on factors
internal to specific societies. Generally, these were the
‘wholes’ which were the subject of structural functionalist
analysis, and it was the role of values, of culture, especially
religion, which was of most interest to modernization theory.
Among the values alleged to predominate in Third World
societies were those associated with the traditional, pre-
industrial pattern variables developed by Parsons, that is,
ascription, functional diffuseness and particularism. It was not
normally felt that economic growth sprang directly from
‘modern’ values, but more often than not tradition was seen
as a barrier to growth. Put rather simply, values were
embodied in culture, and culture frequently blocked
development (that is, economic growth); it then followed that
if the barriers to development could be removed, or
minimized, growth would occur, both through the unleashing
of an entrepreneurial spirit within the society and through the
diffusion of modernity from outside. It must be said that the
world outside was largely unspecified. By implication, it was
divided into two camps, that which was friendly (the USA and
its allies) and that which, however benign it appeared, wanted
to involve itself in the Third World for its own nefarious
purposes, that is, the USSR.
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(3) Interest in specific groups or classes in the Third World was
concentrated on those considered to be ‘change agents’. At an
individual level, they were ‘mobile personalities’, in possession
of a ‘need to achieve’; they were the ‘moderns’. Structurally,
they were relatively well educated, more responsive to the
mass media, and probably urban-based or ‘cosmopolitan’ in
their orientation. In some societies they were drawn
disproportionately from minorities, from groups less bound by
tradition, but everywhere there was a need for a ‘modernizing
elite’, willing and institutionally able, albeit through ‘strong
government’, to shake sleepy, ascriptive, non-rational Third
World societies into the period of economic ‘take-off and
beyond. According to this perspective, development was
undoubtedly from above.

(4) It was the ‘change agents’ who were likely to be innovators or
(more probably) to diffuse new ideas obtained from
elsewhere. Innovation and diffusion are clearly linked,
logically and in practice, and in one sense it matters little
whether a new culture trait originates within or from outside a
society. Those who take the lead in putting this trait into
practice may be regarded as innovators, and in the process
they will (it is hoped) also act as diffusers. However, in early
modernization theory it was invariably implied that the ideas,
practices, technology or capital that were to be diffused in any
Third World society originated outside the Third World. The
trait, institution, or capital would be adopted by a change
agent, adapted to suit the new cultural environment and
actively diffused throughout the society, not without benefits
to change agents themselves. Indeed, in the 1950s and 1960s,
numerous manuals were issued by United Nations agencies,
instructing fieldworkers on how to identify innovators and
increase their importance and influence.

(5) Innovators, diffusers, or change agents, were, in effect, the
human mechanisms through which societies ‘adapted’ to meet
the challenge of modernity. It was taken for granted that
change was both inevitable and worthwhile and that, once
commenced, it would continue under its own momentum. It
was also assumed that, by and large, and allowing for
differences in ‘pre-modern’ societies, the direction of change
would tend to be the same for all Third World societies, much
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along the lines of that which had already occurred in the
West.

(6) It should be evident that evolutionism, diffusionism and
structural functionalism all contributed to the theoretical
‘mix’ that constituted early modernization theory, and that
this was based especially on the structural functionalism of
Talcott Parsons and his related concepts of the pattern
variables, both of which had been developed in general
sociological analysis and neither of which were designed for
particular application to the Third World. Because of this
theoretical orientation, and the fact that the ‘wholes’ of the
analysis tended to be actual societies, it is clear that the
influence of factors outside these societies was given little
prominence. Colonialism, and all this implies, may not have
been totally ignored, but it is hardly the case that the
relationships of the Third World with the West or with the
Eastern bloc loomed large in the analysis. By the same token,
the view of Third World societies as relatively self-contained
systems meant that the causes of under-development were
seen, in general, to rest within their own structures, and were
attributed to their own deficiencies. It then followed that, if
they were to develop, the main focus of remedial attention
would have to be those internal characteristics; somehow they
would have to be adjusted to bring about a greater ‘fit’ with
industrialization and modernity.

The above tenets are open to severe criticism, and even in the
mid-1960s there were sociologists, for example, Bendix, who cast
doubt on their major assumptions. Such objections will be
considered in more detail in the following chapters. However,
before this it is necessary to understand how modernization theory
was reinforced in the 1960s by a revival in evolutionary
perspectives led, as we might expect, by Tal ott Parsons.



2
Neo-Evolutionism and
Modernization Theory

Parsons and Neo-Evolutionism

In the work of such modernization theorists as Lerner, Inkeles and
Smith, and Smelser, along with Hoselitz, Rostow and
McClelland, there was frequently an appeal to a type of
evolutionism that was more implicit than explicit. This was to
change, in 1964, with the publication of an issue of the American
Sociological Review, which was devoted to a re-appraisal of
evolutionary theory. In general, the contributors to this volume
agreed in several basic respects:

(1) Societies are adaptive systems that are geared to survival;

(2) They are primarily normative systems;

(3) Innovation and diffusion are crucial in modernization, and

(4) Modern societies are unique, especially in the extent of their
internal differentiation.

Given this consensus, however, the articles vary considerably in
scope and the level of abstraction. Although Moore purports to
discuss the possibilities for prediction in sociology, his main
concern appears to be to modify any tendency among neo-
evolutionists to assume uni-directionality and consistency in
evolution. Social change is thus characterized by ‘reversals’,
‘cycles and swings’, the ‘completion of processes’, the ‘partial
restoration’ of earlier structural features, ‘fluctuations’ and
‘structural substitution’ (Moore, 1964, pp. 334-6). Nevertheless,
Moore remained a cautious evolutionist. This cannot be said of
Parsons, whose theorizing on the subject was more comprehensive
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and who can be taken, at least for present purposes, as the
representative, or ‘exemplar’, of neo-evolutionary theory.

Drawing parallels from organic evolution, Parsons suggested
that for societies to move from the primitive to the modern,
several ‘evolutionary universals’ have to be present. By this, he
means

any organizational development sufficiently important to
further evolution that, rather than emerging only once, it is
likely to be ‘hit upon’ by various systems operating under
different conditions (1964, p. 339).

Elsewhere, he defines an evolutionary universal as ‘any complex of
structures and processes which so increases the long-run adaptive
capacity of living systems’ (1964, p. 340-1).

According to Parsons, for a human society to exist at all, certain
‘prerequisites’ must be met, that is, religion, communication with
language, social organization through kinship and technology.
These are the basic, and universal, requirements of any human
society. It should be noted that, for Parsons, ‘culture implies the
existence of technology, which is, in its most undifferentiated form,
a synthesis of empirical knowledge and practical techniques’
(Parsons, 1964, p. 341). This view is clearly linked to the idea that
humanity is primarily and uniquely defined by its ability to ‘create
and transmit culture’ (Parsons, 1964, p. 341).

As primitive society gains a measure of control over its
environment, the population and internal tensions increase. It
becomes difficult to maintain social order and cultural traditions
under a system that is essentially ascriptive and so, aided by the
development of written language, a two-class system of social
stratification emerges in which political and religious functions are
centralized and become hereditary. Later on, with urbanization, a
four-class system emerges, with two classes each in the rural and
urban areas. Especially in the urban areas, a political-religious elite
is formed. However, with government no longer based on
ascription and kinship, new forms of legitimation are needed if the
new social system is to survive, and these are obtained from
the religious sector. In this way, increased differentiation is
matched by the development of new institutions that function to
maintain stability. Social stratification and legitimation are thus
additional evolutionary universals, which serve to increase the



34 THE SOCIOLOGY OF MODERNIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT

adaptive capacity of the society and clear the way for further
progress to a higher stage.

In so far as societies continue to evolve (and, for Parsons,
evolution is not inevitable) there is further specialization, with
renewed weakening of ascription. This is evident in the
development of bureaucratic Organization, an evolutionary
universal linked by Parsons to another universal—the emergence of
money and the money market. Like Weber, Parsons notes that
bureaucratic authority resides in the office itself, rather than in the
office holder and, again like Weber, he rates bureaucracy
according to the criterion of efficiency; without it, large-scale
organization would be impossible. Officials in bureaucracies are
paid most easily in money which, for Parsons, is the great
emancipator. It is

the great mediator of the instrumental use of goods and
services. Thus this universal ‘emancipates’ resources from
such ascriptive bonds as demands to give kinship
expectations priority, to be loyal in highly specific senses to
certain political groups, or to submit the details of daily life
to the specific imperatives of religious sects (Parsons, 1964,
pp. 349-50).

For anyone even remotely familiar with Third World countries,
bureaucracy need not necessarily be related to efficiency, and
money, far from being an emancipator from ascriptive bonds may
equally serve to reinforce them. This brings up the whole question
of the relationships of Parsonian theory to empirical reality.
However, it should be clear that what Parsons is doing is applying
his pattern variables to social evolution, but in a far more specific
and theoretical context than those who preceded him. He goes on
to suggest that bureaucracy and the market system incorporate
universalistic norms. True, they have existed in societies that can
hardly be described as modern, but

their crystallization into a coherent system represents a
distinctive new step, which more than the industrial
revolution itself, ushered in the modern era of social evolution
(Parsons, 1964, p. 351; author’s emphasis).
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In this way, modernity has come to be seen as primarily the result
of new, more efficient social arrangements, with bureaucracy and
the money market pre-eminent, and the industrial revolution itself
is accorded a subsidiary position. The key to modernity is now
universalistic norms. Indeed, Parsons goes further, when he states
that it was English Common Law and its application to the
English-speaking world that is ‘the most important single hallmark
of modern society’ (1964, p. 353).

It should come as no surprise to discover that Parsons’s final
evolutionary universal is democratic association. In his view, this
has four characteristics: the institutionalization of leaders in
elective office, the franchise, procedural rules for voting and
membership on a voluntary basis. In short, it is a political system
markedly similar to the social democracies of Western Europe and
North America, and one which is possible only after a
universalistic normative order has been established.

In effect, Parsons presents us with a beguilingly simple outline of
social evolution. Technology, kinship, language and religion are
essential to any society. With the development of social
stratification and cultural legitimation, there is a move away from
primitiveness. Other evolutionary universals, notably bureaucratic
organization, money and the money market, further increase the
adaptive capacity of societies and may, in time, lead to that crucial
breakthrough to modernity: a universalistic moral order. This, in
turn, underpins the final universal, the modern political system.

In later works, (1966 and 1971) Parsons was more inclined to
refer to specific stages of development, regarding social evolution
as a process commencing at the primitive stage and leading,
through an intermediate stage, to modernity, with every stage
itself divided into three phases. In addition, he came to focus more
on modern societies, which for him comprised highly
differentiated systems, characterized above all by ‘greater
generalized adaptive capacity’ (1971, p. 3). Such societies were
seen to constitute a world system, linked by their common origin
in Western Europe, especially seventeenth-century England, by a
common cultural tradition based on Christianity and, indirectly,
on the cultures of ancient Israel and Greece. It should be noted,
too, that for Parsons modernity was extended beyond Europe
‘only by colonization’ (1971, p. 2). The only exception he
allowed, and it was a partial one, was that of Japan, and even
there, he points out, Western influence was marked. In the course
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of time, the United States took over the role of lead society’ and
there was a further break from the ascription inherent in European
traditions of monarchy and aristocracy. The United States became
more rational than other modern societies, in that the division of
labour was no longer based on localized economies and, as
immigration increased, citizenship and nationality ceased to be
defined in ethnic terms. Instead, universalism was the dominant
orientation, with ascription being further eroded by the
introduction of egalitarianism in education. Parsons went on to
claim that

American society has gone farther than any comparable
large-scale society in its dissociation from the older ascriptive
inequalities and the institutionalization of a basically
egalitarian pattern (1971, p. 114).

In all of this, the main processes of social change are
differentiation, adaptive upgrading (which seems to mean a more
efficient use of resources), the inclusion of new units, structures
and mechanisms in the normative order and, finally, the
generalization of values. Although Parsons applies the pattern
variables less simplistically than Hoselitz, it is evidently his view
that modernization entails a movement from ascription to
achievement, from particularism to wuniversalism, and from
diffuseness to specificity.

At this point, it is necessary to make two qualifications. First,
Parsons does not suggest that all societies must pass through the
same stages. Herein lies the importance of diffusion. One must

distinguish the first occurrence of a social innovation from its
subsequent diffusion. The latter can occur without the whole
set of prerequisite societal conditions necessary for the former
(Parsons, 1964, p. 353).

Put in plain English, this means that it is easier to pass on the
message than to originate it. How a society acquires an
evolutionary universal does not greatly matter, as long as it is
acquired.

Secondly, social evolution is not inevitable. Societies which fail
to develop new universals need not become extinct; instead, they
may remain in special ‘niches’, in a symbiotic relationship with
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more developed societies. “They are not, by and large, major
threats to the continued existence of the evolutionary higher
systems’ (Parson, 1964, p. 341). Elsewhere, Parsons suggests that

The primitive societies studied by anthropologists are of this
type. Quite clearly, we must postulate that their
characteristics significantly approximate those of our own
actual pre-historical antecedents, (1966, p. 110).

To put it somewhat mildly, the Parsonian variant of neo-
evolutionism is not without its problems. First, it is not at all clear
why we should assume that the characteristics of existing small-
scale societies are akin to the social structures of the prehistoric
West, and the chances of the relevant technical procedures being
developed to make the comparison are remote. In any case,
Parsons paid little attention to contemporary, non-industrialized
societies, favouring (he claims) a more historical approach. The
avowed focus does not exempt him from the charge of a-
historicism.

Secondly, Parsons follows Weber in the use of historical material
in forming ideal types, but although he is concerned with
developmental sequences, it might be argued that he ignored
Weber’s warning against confusing ideal types and reality (Weber,
1949, p. 101). Undoubtedly, he attempts to relate his evolutionary
stages to actual societies, past and present. Like Durkheim, for
instance, he regards Australian aboriginal society as primitive and,
at the other end of the evolutionary scale, Western Europe, the
USA, the Soviet Union and Japan are considered modern.
However, there is an obvious ethnocentricism in the thinly
disguised portrayal of the United States as the most ‘modern’ of
all societies, and his characterization of his own society as
espousing universalism and egalitarianism leaves much to be
desired. At the time he was writing, the United States was
periodically wracked by race riots, a violent protest against
ascription, if ever there was one, and it was also heavily involved in
the Vietnam war. As Gouldner remarks of Parsons, in a slightly
different context, the overwhelming impression in his writing is
‘one of self-congratulatory celebration’ (Gouldner, 1971, p. 48).

Thirdly, as Hoogvelt points out, Parsons presents us with ‘a
sequential order of structural types’ (1976, p. 50; author’s
emphasis), that nevertheless ‘suggests quite deliberately a historical
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sequel which is never properly backed up be historical research’
(1976, p. 51 author’s emphasis). In these circumstances, there is
no reason to suppose that the evolutionary pattern described by
Parsons would have occurred, if ‘external penetration’ (Hoogvelt,
1976, p. 65) had not affected the Third World. In fact, it is
difficult to escape the conclusion that the process Parsons puts
forward owes more to his evaluation of the United States and its
social institutions than to an historical understanding of
development. Indeed, it is quite remarkable how little Parsons had
to say on the ‘modernization’ of existing societies. In the article
and the two books to which I have referred, he allocates a total of
two paragraphs to the subject (1971, p. 137). First, he suggests
that ‘the trend toward modernization has now become world-
wide. In particular, the elites of most nonmodern societies accept
crucial aspects of the values of modernity’ (1971, p. 137).
Secondly, he argues that a Third World bloc might emerge as a
stabilizing factor in international politics and as an agent for
modernization and, finally, he speculates that Japan could become
an important ‘model’ for ‘modernizing’ societies. These passing
references, for that is all they are, along with the idealization of the
North American experience, do not add up to a convincing basis
for the sociology of development.

Fourthly, in Parsons, as with the forerunners who adapted some
of his ideas, there is little recognition of the magnitude of the
colonial experience. When a reference does occur, colonialism is
regarded as a positive influence in the development of modernity.
In addition, there is no indication that the colonized peoples made
any significant contribution to the development of the First
World. As will be clear in the following chapter, a focus on such
issues is at the centre of the neo-Marxist critique of modernization
theory. What Parsons does do, more comprehensively than his
predecessors, is to place the role of values, the entire normative
order, at the centre of the development stage. Despite
the importance of other evolutionary universals, it is universalism
per se, and its institutional manifestations in the legal and political
systems, enshrined in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, which comes
to be seen as the hallmark of modernity and which should be
diffused from the West to the Third World.

Finally, a different problem arises with the notion of evolution.
Parsons and his collaborators reintroduced this somewhat
discredited idea and placed it firmly at the centre of the study of
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social change. Evolution meant progress, and progress was
achieved by becoming more like Western Europe and the United
States. Third World societies could either remain in ‘niches’,
caught up in some kind of time warp, or join the general trend by
adopting, through diffusion, especially via their elites, the cultural
characteristics of the advanced societies. It is easy to reject the
ethnocentricism inherent in this approach; however, if we (as
sociologists, as developers, or as those about to be developed)
believe that development is in any way ‘progressive’, and also
reject the United States as the ‘lead society’, we must put
something else in its place. In brief, if there is an evolutionary
process, where is it leading?

For Levy, who had already utilized the Parsonian pattern
variables in his earlier work, (1952a and 1952b), modernization
was defined as a continuum, according to the degree to which
inanimate power and tools were developed (1966, p. 35). In this
sense, it might be argued that, for him, the key element in
evolution was technological progress, and the process of evolution
simply led to increased human control of the physical
environment. Nevertheless, the social structural concomitants of
this process are described in terms virtually identical to those
employed by Parsons. Levy distinguished between ‘relatively
modernized’ and ‘relatively nonmodernized’ societies, and
considered the former to be high on specialization, universalism,
centralization, rationality and functional specificity, possessing
bureaucratic organization, a highly generalized medium of
exchange and developed markets. As we would expect, ‘relatively
non-modernized’ societies evidenced the very opposite of these
characteristics. For Levy, more than Parsons, modernization was
inevitable, and would have occurred even without imperialism,
necessarily subverting traditional social structures, aspects of
which he regarded as incompatible with modernization.
However, Levy was well aware of the disruptive elements in
modernization: with an increase in specialization and interd-
ependence social structures come under attack, none more so than
the family, which approximates increasingly to the nuclear family
common throughout Western Europe and North America. Most of
all, with modernization comes instability:

The more highly modernized the society concerned, the
more involved in the process of modernization, the greater is
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the implication of instability emanating from any social
context for its members... Vulnerability inheres in any
contact the members of such societies have with those of
relatively modernized societies. Any such contacts increase
interdependence (Levy, 1966, pp. 789-90).

Certainly, this focus on instability as a key element in
modernization distinguishes Levy from Parsons, who never was
one to emphasize subversion, instability and the breakdown of
social control in social systems. In addition, Levy’s perception of
modernity and nonmodernity as relative, rather than absolute
states, is a welcome relief from Parsons’s idealization of the United
States. However, in the end Levy’s evolutionary path is as unilinear,
as ethnocentric, and even more relentless than that of Parsons,
with identical social structural and cultural ramifications. The path
to relative modernity may be more fraught, but is is undoubtedly
one in which increased Westernization continues to be the goal.

Variants of Modernization Theory

It is now common, especially among adherents of underde-
velopment theory, to depict modernization theory as more or less
coterminous with Parsonian neo-evolutionism. Undoubtedly, at
the level of metatheory, or ‘grand theory’, Parsons was supreme.
He had been instrumental in providing the structural functionalist
base on which early modernization studies had leaned so heavily,
and then he threw his weight behind the renewed emphasis on
evolution. At a slightly less abstract level, such structural
functionalists as Smelser (1969) and Eisenstadt (1964, 1966 and
1968) had produced models that were intended to be applied
in the study of Third World social change. Generally, the concepts
used, and the key criteria of modernization, were derived from
earlier generalizations of sociologists, and this was also true for the
concept of evolution. In Eisenstadt (1970), there is a
comprehensive summary of neo-evolutionist modernization theory
at that time: societies are treated as structural functional wholes,
made up of institutions and individuals in structural positions. As
such, they are adaptive systems, and progress from one
evolutionary stage to another is indicated by increased
differentiation and interdependence, not only within the system
but within the international context. In particular, there is a need
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for ‘special “entrepreneurs” or an elite able to offer solutions to
the new range of problems’ (Eisenstadt, 1970, p. 19), and the
stronger the elite the greater the progress. Of course, increased
social differentiation brings its own complications: new social
groups are prone to conflict and need to be controlled and
integrated. The answers to this problem—and the ensuing
institutional structures—will vary because of differences in the
starting points of modernizing societies, and because a variety of
approaches will be adopted by modernizing elites.

At a more empirical level, sociologists, as well as other social
scientists, were interested in the role of individual change agents,
and in the twin processes of innovation and diffusion. Generally
speaking, it was assumed that innovation occurred in ‘modern’
societies and was then diffused into ‘traditional’ societies.
Technological change was not totally ignored, but in the exchange
culture—especially ‘modern’ norms and values—was regarded as a
key factor in social change. In addition, more specific social
institutions were not neglected and it became fashionable to refer
to the modernization of this, that, or the other; education,
religion, law, administration, technology, industry, agriculture, the
city, communications, mankind itself, could and should be
modernized, for therein lay the secret of economic growth, and the
good news was broadcast throughout the Third World by the
mass media, including the Voice of America (Weiner, 1966). True,
there was a chicken and egg problem: it was never clear whether
changes in values preceded economic change or vice versa.
Nevertheless, it was generally agreed that in development,
normally regarded as economic growth, cultural change was
crucial.

Neo-evolutionism may have been dominant at the end of the
1960s, but even among modernization theorists there were voices
of dissent, and some of these had been heard even before Frank’s
onslaught on modernization theory was published in English
(1969). It was not universally agreed, for example, that tradition
and modernity were incompatible. Singer (1966) insisted that
religions other than Christian protestantism were able to facilitate
industrial development, and that Asian societies, far from being
static, were able to adjust their religious institutions to the
demands of modernization. He echoed Srinivas (1962) in pointing
to the links between Sanskritization, where lower castes
increasingly emulate the upper castes, and Westernization in India,
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and suggested that Hinduism was able to absorb rather than
obstruct the processes of modernization.

From a very different perspective, M.G.Smith argued that it was
often the case that allegedly opposing pattern variables would co-
exist in a single society, and that it was simply reductionist to
focus on values and normative consensus. He developed the
notion of ‘plural society’ (cf. Smith, 1965), with specific reference
to the Caribbean, a region transformed economically and
ethnically by slavery and colonialism. As a result, there was no
common value system; instead, disparate strata which, however
coherent internally, were linked primarily through economic
necessity and whose orderly relations were preserved through the
exercise of force by a minority over the majority. Stratification
‘cannot be adequately studied in terms of underlying value
orientations; it represents an order interdependent with the
political order based on certain concrete structural principles’
(Smith, 1966, p. 174). The notion of plural society was to be
considerably modified, and later Smith was to argue that whilst
forms of social association and cultural institutions might vary
across strata without political and legal inequalities, an unequal
access to the public domain would lead to different cultures and
forms of social organization. It thus becomes possible to refer to
structural, social and cultural pluralism, where the last two can
exist, or co-exist, without entailing structural pluralism but where,
too, structural pluralism must logically entail social pluralism and
where both structural and social pluralism involve differences in
culture. In Smithian terms, ‘structural and social pluralism both
assume and express cultural pluralism, but in different forms and
with differing intensities’ (Smith, 1974, p. 335). For Smith, what
is crucial is to understand the structural principles whereby groups
and individuals are incorporated into societies. Such principles are,
at base, political. His structuralism, developed in studying a part
of the Third World that has variously been described as
modernizing or underdeveloped, poses a direct, albeit little
known, challenge to Parsonian consensus theory. The point to
note here is that for Smith, as for others, the pattern variables so
popular among modernization theorists were less than helpful in
understanding social change in the Third World: to emphasize
role orientation was to focus on the derivative. A more realistic
focus would be on the structural principles that form the basis of
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social and economic association. In the end, political power is the
key.

One of the strongest objections to the standard polarization of
tradition and modernity, and, indeed, to the neo-evolutionist
perspective in modernization theory, came from Bendix, a
political sociologist much concerned with the development of ‘new
nations’. At the theoretical level, Bendix is a Weberian, interested
in the nature of political power and authority, and in using ideal
type constructs to compare social phenomena in different societies.
Like Weber, Bendix uses ideal types to focus on specific empirical
contexts, and combines them with a wide-ranging historical
analysis.

First, Bendix argues that the ‘disjunctive characterization of
“tradition” and “universalism” exaggerates and simplifies the
evidence’ (1967, p. 314). Such labelling serves to confuse the
abstract nature of ideal types with empirical reality and runs the
risk of projecting Western experience on to the Third World as a
mono-causal, uniform and inevitable process. In short, it is an
example of ‘misplaced evolutionism’.

Secondly, it is not the case that tradition and modernity are
exclusive characteristics of self-regulating systems; rather,
elements of tradition will be found in modern societies, and
allegedly ‘modern’ characteristics will be operating in ‘traditional’
societies. In any case, it is simply inaccurate to regard ‘new
nations’ as closed, self-regulating systems. As Bendix remarks,
since revolutions in England and France—and even then—‘every
subsequent process of modernization has combined intrinsic
changes with external stimuli’ (1967, p. 326). Communication,
for example, 1is international, and to understand how
modernization occurs we must examine the ways in which ideas
are diffused across national boundaries. Intellectuals and
government officials, in particular, are subject to influences from
outside:

The facts are that intellectuals have played a major role in
helping to transform the social structure of backward
societies and have done so more often than not in reference
to prior economic and political developments abroad.
Likewise, government officials have played a major role in
the development of economic resources, or have supported
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and implemented an institutional framework in which such a
development became easier. (Bendix, 1967, p. 327).

Bendix goes on to suggest that once the process of modernization
has commenced, it has ramifications outside the ‘lead’ society in
which it occurred, and ‘follower’ societies will develop. As a
consequence, the overall national and international context is
changed: ‘Once industrialization has occurred anywhere, this fact
alone alters the international environment of other societies. There
is a sense in which it is true to say that because of timing and
sequence industrialization cannot occur in the same way twice’
(Bendix, 1967, p. 328).

Such a view is clearly at odds with neo-evolutionist and
structural functionalist perspectives which stress the inevitability
and unilinear nature of modernization. In addition, Bendix
suggests that some aspects of modernity, for example, widespread
literacy, increased medical provisions and extensions of the
franchise, may be introduced without achieving full ‘modernity’,
as evidenced in the current ‘lead’ society. Indeed, ‘follower’
societies may instigate these changes in the hope that they will
provide ‘short cuts’ to modernity, and Bendix notes that they may
be easier to introduce than advanced, capital-intensive technology.
In all of this, Bendix regards the role of Third World governments
as a key factor and one which, by and large, has been ignored by
evolutionists, who have tended to see government as
epiphenomenal:

The view that government is an integral part of the social
structure, but may have the capacity of altering it
significantly, is not in the mainstream of social theory... Yet
in studies of the modernization of complex societies it is
more useful to consider social structure and government, or
society and the state, as interdependent, but also relatively
autonomous, spheres of thought and action (Bendix, 1967, p.
333).

Bendix’s concern with internal social structures, and their links
with the wider social context, is revealed in his empirical study of
modernization in Japan, which he quite clearly relates to Weber’s
study of the Protestant Ethic. His main focus is on the role of the
Samurai, who were instrumental in transforming Japanese society
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in the late nineteenth century. Over two centuries, they had ceased
to be rural landowners and militants and had become, instead,
urban retainers, nevertheless retaining an ideological commitment
to self-discipline, action and militancy. When Japan was faced with
a threat from the USA, and undergoing the national trauma of
military involvement, occupation and international struggle, it was
forced to redefine its national goals, and it was through the
Samurai and their apparently outdated values that the threat was
met. The old virtues, and the transformed class, became the key to
the new order. In essence, the Samurai were the ‘functional
equivalents’ of the Puritans:

There is no need to examine the manifest dissimilarities
between the English Reformation and the Japanese response
to the Western challenge. In both instances motivation was
intensified along established lines, apparently because the
context stimulated a heightened concern with the supreme
value of personal salvation or national integrity, respectively.
The two cases suggest that the cultural-educational
preconditions of economic development can be understood
more clearly if the internal structure of a society is analysed
in relation to its political structure and international setting
(Bendix, 1966, p. 278).

It is not that Bendix rejects all established modernization theory.
He accepts Smelser’s depiction of the effects of economic
development on social structures, that is, changes from simple to
complex technology, subsistence farming to cash crops, animal
and human power to industrialization, and increased urbanization.
Further, he acknowledges that structural functionalism may be
useful in analysing Third World social change but opposes
the closed-system approach, and also recognizes that development
in the Third World is neither inevitable nor unilinear. In addition,
he warns against ‘the fallacy of the golden age’ in the study of
Western European development, and the ‘fallacy of retrospective
determinism’ in the attempt to impose a uniform pattern of
development on all nations. Above all, perhaps, he directs us away
from the logic of system coherence and neo-evolutionism towards
more empirical examinations of social structures:
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The point is that countries which come late to the process of
development possess social structures which must be
understood in their own terms rather than merely as
‘transitional stages’ to the type of industrialized society
exemplified by the English or, better still, the American case
(Bendix, 1964, p. 213).

In Bendix, we have a view of different patterns of development
where ‘new nations’, in an international context, compete to be
‘leader’ and ‘follower’ societies, and where the diffusion of ideas
and technology criss-crosses national boundaries. In all of this,
internal social and political structures, class alignments and
values, are clearly relevant, and due importance is given to the role
of intellectuals and the state, albeit subject to external influences
and constraints. And these ideas are actually applied in the
empirical and historical study of social change in specific societies,
which itself distinguishes the work of Bendix from that of Parsons.
It might be argued that power and international economic
structures figure but little in Bendix, but the fact remains that he
provides a powerful critique of Parsonian neo-evolutionism and
structural functionalism from within the ‘paradigm’ (if that is what
it is) of modernization theory.

An even wider ranging critique of neo-evolutionist theory can be
found in Barrington Moore’s detailed study of the Social Origins of
Dictatorship and Democracy (1967). His main thesis is that there
are three routes from pre-industrial to modern society: ‘bourgeois’
revolutions, as in England and the United States, fascist
revolutions ‘from above’, as in Japan and Germany, and
Communist revolutions ‘from below’, as seen in Russia and China.
In analysing how these revolutions occurred, Barrington Moore
focuses especially on the inter-linkages of social classes, most
notably those between the landed upper classes and the
peasantry, and he does so in a highly empirical, historical survey in
which he charts these main routes to the modern world. In
addition, he attempts to show why India, at the time he was
writing, had been unable to achieve the status of an industrial
society.

Critics of Barrington Moore have argued that his work is too
long, too detailed, unclear, or that much of his empirical findings
are open to other interpretations, (cf. Ness er al, 1967). However,
for present purposes these are secondary issues. What is more
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relevant, perhaps, is that he ‘never articulates, in general terms,
the set of structural conditions which ought to bear the ultimate
burden of interpretation’ (Poggi, 1968, p. 217), and that he does
not relate his approach to that of other sociologists, especially
Bendix (Poggi, 1968, p. 217). Nevertheless, although Barrington
Moore may best be regarded as a modernization theorist who has
much in common with Bendix, there are also elements of
underdevelopment theory in his work, which may be said to
contain elements of both perspectives. The links with
modernization theory are numerous. First, he stresses that
innovation at the political level is a key factor in modern, ‘leader’
states. This is not intended to be a general statement about all
societies at all times, rather a recognition that, at different
historical periods, specific societies have undergone structural
changes which not only have led to considerable economic
advances but also have made them models for other societies to
follow. Below the level of political leadership, too, he is cognisant
of the importance of entrepreneurial activity and innovative
technological change; nevertheless, he warns us against too heavy
an emphasis on such factors, pointing out that what is important is
the overall social structure within which entrepreneurs and
innovators operate. Clearly, these are issues familiar to
modernization theorists.

Secondly, even though Barrington Moore 1is personally
convinced that Western technology is destined to spread
throughout the world (cf. p. 378), his main thesis makes it quite
clear that there are different routes to modernity. He is no
unilinear theorist. In addition, modern societies need be neither
capitalist nor democratic. We can have ‘nondemocratic and even
antidemocratic modernization’ (p. 159). Further, it is a mistake to
regard changes that have occurred in some societies as inevitable
for others. In nineteenth-century England, a relatively peaceful
transition to industrialization was founded upon more violent
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but this connection was
neither necessary nor inevitable and to assert otherwise ‘is to
justify the present by the past with an argument that is impossible
to prove’ (p. 29). In similar vein, he asserts that neither the French
Revolution nor the later liberal democracy in France were
inevitable (p. 108), and that the stagnation of Indian development
was not bound to happen:



48 THE SOCIOLOGY OF MODERNIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT

To speak of a vicious circle may carry the implication that
the situation was hopeless. This is not so. As historical
experience in other recently industrialized countries shows, a
policy exists which can break the circle. In their broad
essentials, the problem and the answer are very simple. They
amount to using a combination of economic incentives and
political compulsion to induce the people on the land to
improve productivity and at the same time taking a
substantial part of the surplus so generated to construct an
industrial society. Behind this problem there stands a
political one, whether or not a class of people has arisen in
the society with the capacity and ruthlessness to force
through the changes (Moore, 1967, p. 385-6).

Thirdly, as this quotation indicates, Moore (like Bendix) gives
considerable importance to the political sphere. At times, for
example, when the British remained in India after establishing
economic control, this seems to take precedence over economic
factors. At other times, he stresses the importance of strong
political leadership, as in the cases of Gandhi and Nehru, and he
also accepts that one cannot ignore the role of culture.
Nevertheless, he is insistent that cultural variables alone cannot
explain India’s failure to develop. Values must always be related to
the structural context in which they occur and by which they are
moulded. Here, he is quite specific in opposing the Parsonian
conception of normative consensus, emphasizing the fact that
‘social inertia’ cannot be assumed. Social order should not be
taken for granted. What all of this should indicate is that although
Barrington Moore recognizes the importance of economic causes,
his social structural approach has no place for mono-causal
explanations: culture, politics, individual leadership, and
economic interests all have their parts to play, but they
play different roles in different societies at different times. In such
an analysis, with so much empirical data, it is perhaps inevitable
that there will be inconsistencies. Moore recognizes that the
Indian caste system has an economic base but this does not
prevent him from reverting to a more conventional analysis using
the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ dichotomy:

At a deeper level of causation the Mutiny shows how the
intrusion of the West, with its stress on commerce and
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industry, its secular and scientific attitude towards the
physical world, its emphasis on demonstrable competence in
a job rather than on inherited status, posed a fundamental
threat to Indian society. Together and separately, these
features were incompatible with an agrarian civilization
organized around caste and its religious sanctions (Moore,
1967, p. 350).

For much of the time, then, Barrington Moore uses concepts
which are to be found in the work of other modernization
theorists, albeit in such a way as to cast doubt on their overall
applicability. He does not even oppose the concept of evolution,
simply remarking that ‘no country goes through all the stages, but
merely carries the development a certain distance within the
framework of its own situation and institutions’ (1967, p. 427).
Yet it should be evident that he has more in common with Bendix
than with Parsons, a similarity that perhaps arises from their
mutual concern with empirical data. At the same time, there is a
sense in which he pre-dates underdevelopment theory or, at least,
its popularization in the English-speaking world. He is quite explicit
that change occurs in a world context, and not merely in economic
structures. The success of the French Revolution ended hopes of
rapid reform in England, as peaceful democratic revolution in that
country required ‘acceptable regimes in Europe’ (1967, p. 31). In
a different context, Japanese military success and the later
occupation of China were ‘decisive’ in bringing about the victory
of the Chinese communists. Indeed, Japan itself was prompted to
modernize by the threat from the West, a modernization brought
about, among other reasons, by a powerful modernizing elite. If
we switch to yet another society, he makes it quite clear that the
American Civil War was very much the scenario of an interaction
among three sub-systems: the South, the West and the North-
east, with the colonial power also much involved. Here, if it were
needed, is a reminder that revolutions in one society are crucially
influenced by the nature of the links that society has with others,
in a world social and economic system, where not only present
linkages are important but also where the history of one society, a
‘leader’, may be of crucial importance to the later development of
another.

It should be evident that the concept of ‘world system’ is not
foreign to Barrington Moore, even if he did not elaborate it in the
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single-minded manner of Frank. However, it should also be noted
that in Moore’s work there is, already, a partial critique of some of
the main tenets of underdevelopment theory, at least in their
crudest forms. He is quite prepared to cast doubt on a simplistic
interpretation of Chinese or Indian underdevelopment:

Marxists make too much of the way Western imperialists
stifled industrial development in China. (Nationalists in
India also use this convenient scapegoat.) None of this could
have happened without prior stifling by purely domestic
forces (Moore, 1967, p. 177).

In the same manner, he warns us against the danger of ‘reading off
economic from political power: ‘Men who hold power do not
necessarily exercise it simply in the interests of the class from
which they arise, especially in changing situations’ (p. 37).

The political sphere must be studied in its own right. Indeed,
political mechanisms may be crucial in determining how the
economic surplus was extracted in France and England (pp. 63—4)
and in India (p. 355), where Barrington Moore regards the failure
of the Indian government to collect and utilize the surplus as a key
feature in India’s ‘backwardness’.

At a somewhat different level, he is concerned with the effects
of modernization on the peasantry. For the peasant,
modernization involves an increase in market relationships and
production for the market, with a corresponding decline in
subsistence production, all of which are best achieved in an overall
context of peace and stability, ensured by a strong central
government. However, when the peasantry is exploited by central
government and lacks links with the landed upper classes, and is
also denied the opportunity to participate in commercial
agriculture, peasant rebellion is a distinct possibility, especially if
social solidarity among the peasantry is high. In such
circumstances, peasant unrest may become a rebellion or even a
revolution, always provided that leadership is available from
outside the peasantry. ‘By themselves, the peasants have never
been able to accomplish a revolution’ (Barrington Moore, 1967,
p. 479). For Barrington Moore, all modernization, irrespective of
the route taken, involves the eradication of the peasantry: ‘At
bottom, all forms of industrialization so far have been revolutions
from above, the work of a ruthless minority’ (p. 508).
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It should be evident that Barrington Moore is not a
modernization theorist in the Parsonian mould. He was as
concerned as Parsons with the development of modernity and did
at least pay passing lip service to the notion of evolution.
However, much of his criticism of established modernization
theory is implicit and, like Bendix, he sets out to chart the routes
taken by specific and contrasting societies towards modernity.
Like Bendix, too, he notes the importance of external linkages,
both economic and political, on the operation of internal,
domestic social structures, and in his analysis of the causes of
modernization he takes a multi-causal perspective, arguing that at
various times, economic, political, social and cultural factors all
have their parts to play. Finally, in his focus on the peasantry, he
attempts to demonstrate the effects that the processes of
modernization have upon peasants as a class, and suggests that, in
the end, irrespective of the route followed to modernization, it is
the peasantry that pays the cost.

It is noticeable that, with the partial exception of Barrington
Moore, few modernization theorists have examined the ways in
which modernity impinges on everyday life. This criticism,
however, cannot be levelled at Berger and his associates who,
developing an earlier work (Berger and Luckmann, 1967), set out
to describe the effect of modernization on the consciousness of
ordinary people. It is essential to note that Berger and Luckmann
emphasized that human society can be regarded as both
objectively experienced and individually created. Combining
Durkheim and Weber, they focus on the mechanisms by which
actors internalize the world ‘out there’ and yet recreate and change
the social world into which they are born. Reality is socially
constructed and human agency is responsible. In a sense, it is at
the level of human consciousness that objective and subjective
reality merge, irrespective of the level of ‘development’ in a society.
The process is the same whether the society is ‘modern’ or
‘modernizing’.

Applying the phenomenological perspective derived from Berger
and Luckmann, Berger and his associates view modernization as

the institutional concomitants of technologically induced
economic growth. This means that there is no such thing as
a ‘modern society’ plain and simple; there are only societies
more or less advanced in a continuum of modernization.
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Modernization, then, consists of the growth and diffusion
of a set of institutions rooted in the transformation of the
economy by means of technology (Berger ez al. 1974, p. 15).

In this technologically induced process of social change, some
institutions are regarded as more important than others. Those
connected with the economy or with the apparatus of the modern
state, such as bureaucracy, are accorded special importance. They
are ‘primary carriers’ of modernization. In addition, there are
other institutional processes that induce modernization, referred to
as ‘secondary carriers’.

The authors are particularly concerned with the effects of
technological change on consciousness, on the ways in which
individuals perceive their world and their position in it. In this
sense, they continue the focus in modernization theory on values
and the role of culture. However, rather than promote
consciousness to the level of a ‘prime mover’, or repeat social
psychological studies of values, they utilize the phenomenological
perspective of Berger and Luckmann (1967), and suggest that
consciousness of everyday life is the ‘web of meanings’ shared with
others, the totality of which ‘makes up a particular social life-
world’ (Berger et al., 1974, p. 18).

Technology and bureaucracy impose a Weberian kind of
rationality on production and on all who participate in it.
However, their influence does not stop at the factory gate or the
office door; it permeates other spheres of social life where problems
can be addressed and solved and where self-identity is questioned.
Other institutions, for example, education and the mass
media, act as ‘secondary carriers’, thus reinforcing the ‘modern’
perspective which involves nothing less than the compart-
mentalization of social life.

In the face of such pressures, the world can no longer be taken
for granted. There is now a ‘pluralization of life-worlds’. Decisions
must be made according to different criteria, and individuals now
have to choose from competing values, ideologies and
legitimators. In short, they experience anomie, and traditional
religion and traditional authorities can no longer provide the
desired security:

The final consequence of all this can be put very simply
(though the simplicity is deceptive): modern man has suffered
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from a deepening condition of homelessness (Berger et al., 1974,
p. 77; authors’ emphasis).

In effect, what Berger and his colleagues are doing is elaborating
on the work of Durkheim and Weber. Certain consequences of
modernization are regarded as inevitable, even though they will be
differentially experienced throughout the Third World and within
any Third World society. Ultimately, such effects are different in
degree rather than in kind. To use the authors’ somewhat inelegant
jargon, rationality, componentiality, multi-relationality, makea-
bility, plurality and progressivity are intrinsic to technological
production, and all are generalizable to non-economic spheres of
activity. Through the influence of bureaucratic organization,
society itself comes to be seen as an objective reality, which can be
acted upon and changed, albeit within bureaucratically defined
areas of influence. Indeed, all social life comes to be divided into
public and private sectors— the result of a prevalence of
bureaucratic thinking.

Modernization, diffused from the West, tends to lead to new
standards of comparison. The poor discover their own poverty,
and increase their awareness of their position by comparing
themselves with the rich. Dissatisfaction may be directed at the
West, at their own governments, or both, and for a time
nationalism may cushion the discrepancy. However, there is also
likely to be increased support for radical political movements.
Indeed, in such a situation, socialism has obvious advantages. ‘If
modernization can be described as a spreading condition of
homelessness, then socialism can be understood as the promise of
a new home’ (Berger ez al., 1974, p. 124). Of course, the extent to
which the promise is fulfilled will vary, and elsewhere (like
Barrington Moore) Berger concludes that there are enormous
costs in both socialist and capitalist development strategies
(Berger, 1977).

Attempts may be made to counter the modernization process.
‘Modernization may be encapsulated, contained in a kind of
enclave, around which the traditional patterns of life go on
substantially as before’ (Berger et al., 1974, p. 139; authors’
emphasis). Compromises will be made. New ideologies may
develop, ranging in ethos from outright welcome to direct
opposition. And yet even opposition to modernization will be
tinged, or tainted, with modernity. As in Weber’s description of the
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growth of rationality in the modern world (1948, p. 55), such
opposition runs counter to the spirit of the age.

AsIhave already suggested, the work of Berger and his colleagues
can be linked to that of Durkheim who emphasized the increasing
complexity of modern life under an all-embracing division of
labour, and to Weber, whose views on the spread of rationality and
bureaucracy are, in my view, essentially evolutionist. Like
Durkheim and Weber, too, Berger and his colleagues regard
modernization as a process which is, by and large, identical to
Western development. According to one critic their
ethnocentricism extends to a myopic perspective even of North
American society (Stanton, 1975, p. 37), and, rightly, Stanton also
criticizes the unnecessary proliferation of terms as a symptom ‘of
the malady caregorism. This is the tendency to suppose that
thinking up a category within which to fit a phenomenon is the
same as understanding the phenomenon’ (1975, p. 38; emphasis
in the original).

Stanton also suggests that Berger and his co-authors fail to
relate their major units of analysis to one another, to a social order,
and to history, and that implicit in their approach is the primacy
of the individual and individual consciousness, with a
corresponding reluctance to focus on social groups and social
conflict. There is foundation for both these criticisms. However, it
must also be said that they firmly locate their work in the
phenomenological perspective developed by Berger and
Luckmann, itself derived from the concerns of some of the
classical sociologists, including Durkheim and Weber. In addition,
it might be argued that such notions as shared realities, a
pluralization of life worlds, symbolic universes and sub-universes
of meaning necessarily refer as much to group consciousness as to
that of the individual. By its nature, from their perspective,
consciousness is, by definition, shared. It is indeed the case that
we are not provided with a class analysis, but the authors never set
out to give us one. Instead, what they are setting out to
demonstrate is that the process of modernization, derived from the
transformation of the economy, is reflected in the total range of
social institutions in any society. In short, the shared experience of
social life is itself traumatized and transformed as a result of this
process. What is perhaps more important is that it is doubtful if
they have really applied their phenomenological perspective
consistently to the Third World. Instead of investigating the
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dialectical relationship between consciousness and technology, the
former somehow becomes a derivative of the latter. The fault is
compounded if one actually considers that consciousness and
culture, however defined, should be investigated in their own
right.

In some respects, the concerns of Berger and his colleagues can
be related to those of Parsons and other modernization theorists.
There is a focus on culture, on diffusion, on increased
differentiation, and a general implication that Westernization and
modernization are synonymous. However, their work is a far cry
from the search for a ‘mobile personality’ and the individual
attributes of ‘modern man’. Rather, there is a deeper awareness
that economic and technological change can, and often do,
transform the life of a people and, at a less abstract level, their idea
that change often comes in ‘packages’ is both interesting and
valid. On reflection, it is evident that the introduction of modern
methods of production will have far-reaching effects. It is not just
an economic change: ‘reality is redefined and reclassified in almost
every sector of social life’ (Berger er al., 1974, p. 131). This
theoretical approach is given some empirical validity when one
looks, for example, at China and the concern on the part of the
authorities that economic and technological changes do not lead to
wholesale changes in Chinese culture. True, it is an empirical
question just how much of the package any one society has to
accept—and, indeed, what is in the package—but the idea that
when you accept economic advance (and not just of a capitalist
type) you are going to have to make concessions elsewhere,
seems to me to be both useful and evident. All of this may merely
be a re-working of the traditional-modern dichotomy, but it is no
less relevant for that.

Although Berger and his colleagues escaped the initial onslaught
on modernization theory, they might be accused by
underdevelopment theorists of neglecting the importance of both
economic and colonial experience. By now, this kind of criticism is
standard. However, they undoubtedly provide an interesting and
sophisticated development of modernization theory, which links
them not only with Such ‘classical’ sociologists as Durkheim and
Weber but also with the neo-evolutionist, diffusionist perspectives
taken by Parsons and his supporters. In addition, they can hardly
be accused of ignoring economic factors, given that it is economic
growth and technological change which are, in effect, the prime
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