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Introduction — How plural is Modernity?

Sérgio Costa. José Mauricio Domingues, Wolfgang Knabl, Josué Pereira da Silva

Strongly influenced by the theory of modemnization, the social sciences acquired
their present mstitutional and intellectual format in the period following the Second
World War. Within this context, the parameters and categories used to measure the
degree of modernization in all other societies were borrowed from the moderniza-
ton expeniences ol the so-called North Atlantic societies {Therborn 2000). Thus,
the more the institutions, values and patterns of sociability of these societies appro-
ached those that were already established in the societies that had pioneered
industriglization. the more modern they were considered to be (Hall 1996, Tucker
1999). This was especially and nowhere clearer than in the version of “modermniza-
tion theory™ applied 1o Latin America (see Lipset and Solar, 1967).

lhis theoretical position contained an undoubted normative appeal, to the ex-
tent that it indicated a clear direction and horizon for the modernization efforts of
the so-called peripheral societies. What was needed was to reform these societies
in such a way as to enable them to find the only possible path 1o development - the
“western way” — which would lead them to the material well-being and “cultural
rationality” that was auributed to the sovieties of the Narth Atlantic,

In the light of its scant empirical plausibility and the political errors which it
induced, by the 6(ls the modernization theory was showing clear signs of ex-
haustion and obsolescence, and in the 70s it appeared o present an interest that
was merely historical and no longer analvtical, such was the mcisiveness of the
criticisms directed at it (Knobl 2001},

Mevertheless, since the mid-1980s, and more noticeably after the fall of “soviet
type socialism™, the basic axioms of the theory of modemization have been recou-

ped, revived and given a new look within the scope of those theories that Alexan-
der (1993) called neo-modern. In fact, eventhough the new contributions have
replaced the interest in the processes of modernization of specific national societies
for the study of “global transformations”, core elements of modemization theory
have been preserved. Fundamentally, concepts such as the world citizens” society
{Habermas 1998, 2004), the world risk society and cosmopolitanization (Beck
2000, 2004} or world funcrional dilferentiation (Luhmann 1997: for a critique,
Wagner 1999) express the assumption that the social processes observed in North
Atlantic societies are Juckily and of necessity extended throughout the world
within the context of globalizaton (Osterdiekhoff, 2006).

A series of new studies tries 1o oppose the idea that g
worldwide expansion of & monocentric modernity with a single form, for example,
by referring programmatically to multiple modernities (Eisenstadt 2000a, 2000b)
or to entangled modernities (Conrad & Randeria 2002, Randeria 2005, .—.rn.ﬁ_uon.__
2003), or even turning the argument around, since modernity started elsewhere (in

lization represents the




