
COMMUNICATIONS 

On the Meaning of Modernization 

In recent year nurn rou ocial cienti ts and hi torians have reached 
b yond the boundari imposed by their disciplin and national bord rs 
in an effort to compr h nd the va t and profound ocial change whi h 
has fundamentally alter d human xi t nc in th Tw ntieth C ntury. 

a re uJt of th ir muJtidi iplinary and comparati tudie , they hav 
formuJat d a powerful tool for analy is mbodi d in t he cone pt of 
"modernization". Wh il not all of t he cholar hav u ed t he sp cific 
t rm, modernization, and th o t hat h ave, hav d fined it in variou way ; 
till a r markable on n u has been reached with r p et to what con ti­

tut modernity and th pro s by which it i attain d. 

In hi landmark tudy, The Dynamics of Mod rnization, C. E . Black 
provide u with a broad definition which can rv a a point of departur 
for our di cu sion. He d fine modernization a , "th proce by which 
hi torically evolved in titution are adapt d to the rapidly changing func­
tion that refl et the unpr cedented increa in many' knowledge p r­
mitting ontrol ov r h is nvironment, t hat a ompani d the ci ntific 
r volution ." 1 

For purpo e of lucidation, thi d fin it ion can b broken down into 
thr equential par - In the first which w hall label the phas of 
pot ntiality, n w know! dg i acquired - primarily through cientific 
di covery but thi i not to xclude knowledg of a mor empirical nature 
nor knowledge a quir d by m an of ac uJturation. In the econd, or 
a tivation pha e, knowl dge i applied - primarily in the form of techno­
logical innovation . Many wouJd consider thi pha to be the focal 
point of t he proce . Ind d, L vy equates it with modernization it lf: 
"Th gr ater t he ratio of inanimat to animat our of power and th 
gr at r t he multiplication of ffort as t h ffe t of application of tool , 
the greater is t he degr of modernization."2 Black' d finition, howev r, 
I arly ncompa e a thi rd or r ultant pha e in which th effects of 

t hnology on the soci y a r fl eet d in and by i · in titutions ar con-
id r d. 

to p ak of the d gr of modernity of a ociety' 
sy t m of agriculture or educational y tern and, 

way, the degree of mod rnity of the ociety a 

I . E . Black, The Dynamics of Modernization: A Study in Comparative History. 
w Y rk: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 7. 

2Marion J . Levy Jr., Modernization and the Structure of Societies: A Setting for 
International Affair . (2 vols.; Prine ton: Princet n Univ rs ity Press, 1966) I , 
p. 35. 
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a whole. When viewed in the p r p ctive of thi d finition, modernization 
i a broad, ocial proce brought about by man' application of knowl dge 
to hi way of life. 

Although u ually di u ed in national term , modernization is at th 
ame time a world-wide proce s affecting very corn r of our "global 

village." Wh n we sp ak of the modern world, w r f r not m r ly to a 
comp ndium of nation but, a Lucian Pye remind us, a veritable world 
cultur , "ba ed upon a ecular rather than a acr d vi w of human r la­
tion , a rational outlook, an acceptance of the ub tance and pirit of the 
ci ntific approach, a vigorous application of an xpanding technology, an 

indu trialized organization of production, and a g nerally humanistic and 
populari tic et of valu for political lif ."3 

Thi i not to sugge t tha t a leveling of nation , in term of modernity 
ha occured a the produ t and methods of modern scien and technology 
have been diffu ed throughout the world. Knowledge by its nature i 
cumulative and 1 ads to more know] dge. Hence, nation which hav 
had or created the needed ba e for developing and profiting from t he 
cientific revolution have modernized in far greater proportionate m a ur 

than those who e re ource and o ial in titution were in varying d gr s 
le capable of upporting uch a revolution . Thi i r fleeted in the 
"technological gap," whi h i often a our e of tra ined relation between 
the United ta es on th one hand and w tern Europe and anada on 
the other, a w 11 as the more obviou gap betw n the ri h nation and 
th poor nations. 

The ssential argument being advanced here is that b fore a ttempting 
to an wer the que tion , why have some nation advanc d further along 
an a umed continuum of dev Jopment t han other and the ultimat 
que tion of application - how can a parti ular nation b ome mor mod­
ern ; a clearer under tanding of the na ture and nd of the proce is 
n eded. (Und rlying thi que t fo r meaning i , of cour e, the question 
of wh th r mod rnization i a universally valid concept or a peculiarly 
American brand of thnoc ntri m.) 

s i generally the ea e wh n any continuum i uggested, the two nd 
of the developm nt cal ar mor clearly r v aled than the territory in 
b tw en, and, as a con equen , the literatw· i r pl t with contra 
b tw n traditional oci ti and develop d or mod rn on . A under­
tanding ha incr a ed, varying d gree of mod rnity hav been di cern d 

culminating perhap with Black' ambitiou attempt to rank-order nation . 

The usual yardstick used in determining a nation' modernity are the 
income per capita and h level of education expres ed in terms of the 
proportion of variou ag group in chool attendance. The latter inci­
dentally, ha been found to correspond even mor nearly than the former 

3Lucian W . Pye, "Democracy, Modernization and ation Building" in Self-Govern­
ment in Modernizing Nations, J. Roland P ennock, d. (Engl wood Cliffs, .J.: 
Prentic Hall, 1964, p. 15. 
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to a nation's modernity, cau ing ome edu ator to xaggerate education's 
ignificance and overlooking the inherent mea urement of wealth con­

tained in ducational indice . 

Analy e of mod rn ocietie reveal one major, ommon di tingui hing 
haract ri tic; that is a high level of organization. s ahlin and ervice 

point out, cultu re which have proceed d furth r along th evolutionary 
cale of d velopment, " ha mor part and ub- y tern , more specializa­

tion of parts and more effective mean of int gration of the whole."' 
Wheth r political y t m are labeled democratic, ocialistic, or commu­
ni tic ; bureaucracy ha been the logical and inevitable r pon e to the 
ompl x problem of mar haling the human and natural r ource in a 

technological ociety. 

Th corollary of this high le el of organization for the individual m mber 
of oci ty i an increa d degr e of participa tion in the total life of th 
ociety and a orr sponding hift in orientation from th local to the 

national and incr a ingly the international pher . This proces of ocial 
mobilization wher by the individual become increa ingly integrated into 
the total ocial order and the bureaucratization proces de cribed above 
tern logically and inevitabl from the technologi al tran formation of the 

mean of production and ommunication in the society, and t hey ignify 
an increa in the rationality of man and hi ocial in titutions ju t a 
th cientifi c revolution ha resulted in the increa ed rationalization of th 
mean of produ tion. 

Thu w de crib and m a ure without a clear conception of our obj t. 
ranting that mod rnization i an evolutionary proce , we still need a 

d finition that will do mor than de crib mod rnity of Black's d finition, 
tandpoint. This, in particular, i the chief defici ncy of Black's definition, 

for it do s not identify te hnology's impa t on o iety' institutions and 
thereby creat the impre ion that wha ver the impact might b i 
ip o fa to modernization. imilarly, th dimen ion and distribution of 
wealth and education within a nation furni h excellent guid s to the xtent 
of a nation' mod rnity, but they cannot b quat d with it. 

It is nece sary then that we go beyond Black's focus on technology' 
impact on ociety's in titutions. Tru it is th in titution of a ociety 
whether they be political, economic, educational or whatever which provide 
the mean by which it goal are achie ed, and a society can only be a 
modern a it in titution allow. But for the purpose of determining 
modernity result in term of the individual rather than institutional aim 
or mean would be our primary con ideration for they con titute th 

ential condition of mod rnity. 

It should be r ogniz d that the conception of mod rnization a with any 
theory of progre , "however much it ow to the growth of cumulative 
knowledge and to the increasing ability of man to produce material wealth 
from their natural environment, i a th ory of morals and indeed meta-

4Marshall D. Sahlins and Elman R. Service, Evolution and Culture. (Ann Arbor: 
niv rsity of Michigan Pr ss, 1960) pp. 35-36. 
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physics."5 Whether or not they are made explicit, certain basic a ump­
tion about the nature of man and the quafity of life underli any di cus ion 
of modernization. 

By way of illu tration, rather than "th ratio of inanimate to animate 
sourc of power," the degree of modernity of a nation's agricultural 
ector, for example, ought to be determined by the quantity and quality 

of it produc , and finally, it along with the sy tern of distribution, 
hould be judged in term of how well the population being serv d is 

now·i hed. o matter how ab tract uch a notion might seem, it i 
ultimat ly in t rm of the quality of life of the individual that moderniza­
tion hould be defined. 

A a tentative proposal for d termining the modernity of any ociety, 
w would sugge t a frame of reference paralelling the three phas of 
modernization revealed in Black's definition; the phase of potentiality, 
the activation pha e, and the resultant phase. Each of the three phase 
could b consider d from the point of view of the individual. In the first 
phase we would be concerned with the extent to which the individual's 
human potentiality ha been d veloped. The more a society allows for 
the fullest pos ible development of every member's human potential, the 
more modern it i . In the activation phase we would attempt to a e 
the individual' participation in and contribution to the society. Thi 
would include a con ideration of the extent to which the member of the 
ociety were meaningfully and productively engaged, not only in the 

economic spher , but in the civi and so ial phere of human activity a 
well. For the re ultant pha e, we would want a quantitative a well 
as a qualitati e measurement of the good and services available to the 
memb r of the ociety, and we would want to know the extent to which 
th individual share in and enjoys these goods and service . 

Hopefully, this can erve as a starting point in the creation of a 
framework for analysis. When we are able to determine the an wers to 
the e que tion of man' d velopment, contribut ion, and b nefit, we will 
be able to determine a nation modernity. But let us not be mi takenly 
led to the belief that because these factor are not quantifiable or capable 
of precis measurem nt, they do not exist. 

Finally, we hould note that the measurement and th attainment of 
the goals of modernization, although related, are not one and the ame 
thing. ontrary to the vi w of many critic , the modern ization th ori t 
is not promising a millenium, nor does he have any imple cure for the 
ill which are plaguing the mod rn world. In the end, I would interpret 
hi contribution a a call to edu ators for under tanding and action . 

John P. Lipkin 

MacDonald olleg of Education 
M Gill Univ rsity 

5Crane Brinton, Ideas and Men. The Stor y of W estern Th ought. (Englewood 
Cliffs, .J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1960) p. 379. 




