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Peter van Dam

Saving Social History from Itself
Moving on from Modernisation*

In 1975, a damning critique of the viability of modernisation theory for social historians 
saw the light of day. Modernisation theory, it stated, suggested a linear development from 
a point of origin towards a distinct present by introducing a fundamental dichotomy be-
tween tradition and modernity. The theory also legitimised a view of history which ce-
mented Western hegemony. The publication observed that the theory employed the image 
of the United States’ early post-war society as a realised utopia. Finally, the approach un-
derestimated the importance of violence, authority and politics for historical analysis.

Despite compiling a list of fundamental shortcomings of modernisation theory, how
ever, »Modernisierungstheorie und Geschichte« did not intend to discard it.1 On the con-
trary, Hans-Ulrich Wehler published it as a plea to apply it to social history. In order to 
achieve this application, Wehler deemed a revision of the modernisation theories of his day 
necessary and possible. Their shortcomings could be countered by consequently treating 
modernisation as a historical phenomenon, limiting its application to Western countries, 
and empirically testing hypotheses derived from the theory. According to Wehler, the de-
cisive argument for employing modernisation theory in social history was that there was 
no plausible alternative theory available.2

The insistence on the need for an integrative perspective aptly anticipated the subse-
quent crisis of social history. As a new generation of historians enthusiastically embraced 
the notion of social history during the 1960s and 1970s, the divergent strains, which had 
been united under this common header, became more pronounced.3 A quickly expanding 
body of often highly specialised research challenged the ability of social historians to criti
cally reflect on the more general bearing of these new results and to situate their own work 
within the field.4 A macro-theoretical perspective, which could account for the vast array 
of findings, held the promise of alleviating this crisis of plurality.

A genealogy of the attempts to adapt modernisation theories to the needs of social his-
tory allows for a more intricate analysis of the crisis of social history.5 In a broader perspec
tive, it also sheds light on the difficulties of historians in abandoning notions of Western 
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exceptionalism and progress. To observe the critiques of modernisation theory is to take 
stock of the achievements of social history and of objections brought forward from micro
historical, postmodern, and global perspectives. It thus allows for the exploration of a fu-
ture agenda for social history. In the light of this genealogy, I will argue that social history 
should move on from applying modernisation theory, because it hampers its ability to concep
tualise social change. In my view, we can continue to benefit from the legacy of modernisa­
tion theories by historicising them, thus gaining valuable insight into the ways knowledge 
about social change has been conceptualised in the post-war era. Second, taking stock of 
the critiques of modernisation, we can discern the contours of the kind of theories of the 
middle range social history can fruitfully pursue. At its best, social history combines the 
empirical precision of historical scholarship with the conceptual clarity of the social sciences. 
If social historians build on the critique of modernisation theory, they remain uniquely po-
sitioned to mediate between historical scholarship and the social sciences.

Long before modernisation theory was introduced to social history, the notion of mo-
dernity had become part of common vocabulary. »Being modern« has been a key element 
of popular self-perception and distinction.6 Essential debates about viable social, economic, 
and political strategies and about the position of the West in the world have been negotiated 
around notions of modernisation by scholars and the public alike. Although a society which 
was modern by its own standards has hardly, if at all, existed, a vision of modernity has 
been an important frame of reference.7 Since at least the 18th century, some Europeans 
peddled the idea that they had severed their ties with tradition.8 This narrative served to 
designate others both near and far as backward, legitimising the views of those who were 
»modern« as more in tune with the present and the future than others. In the course of the 
19th century, the peoples outside the West were identified as such others as part of an im-
perial discourse.9

The outside of modernity was not just found outside of the West, it could also be located 
within. Here, peripheral areas – especially in Eastern Europe – became associated with 
backwardness.10 The idea was also applied in the Culture Wars which swept through Europe 
in the second half of the 19th century. While liberals and socialists presented themselves 
as modern against attempts at confessionalisation, Catholics and orthodox Protestants self-
consciously posed as modernity’s adversaries.11 The conceptualisation and localisation of 
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the modern thus was tied to struggles over social control from its inception. The founding 
fathers of the social sciences who appropriated the concept were steeped in this tradition 
of social and cultural criticism and integrated it into their analyses of the modern in order 
to oppose, doubt, or praise whatever they found to be distinguishing feats of their times 
in relation to the past.12

During the post-war era, the notion of modernity evolved from a legitimisation of bour-
geois-liberal aspirations vis-à-vis others both near and far to a concept which demarcated 
the West from the communist East and the decolonised South. Several explicit theories of 
modernisation were formulated during this era to analyse and explain the transition from 
a traditional to a modern society. They gained prominence especially in the context of dis-
cussions about the development of countries in the global South. Formulations stemming 
from the United States especially stressed the connection between the rise of a free mar-
ket, democracy, and the nation state.13 Notably, these theories privileged endogenous fac-
tors in explaining how societies progressed from traditional to more modern states, thus 
excluding transnational influences from the analysis even as these theories guided thinking 
about postcolonial interventions.

Even though social scientists and policymakers from the United States played a promi
nent role in formulating these post-war theories, they were by no means an exclusively 
American export product. Similar perspectives were formulated in European states and in 
decolonised states across the globe. Modernisation theories thus evolved into global claim-
making concepts, which implicated the ways in which history was presented, the present 
was analysed, and the future was mapped.14 Even though most historiographical attention 
has been devoted to the ways in which modernisation theories impacted relations between 
the North and the South, they also had a lasting impact on the internal perspectives of 
Europe and the United States, especially regarding the role of religion. The rise of the post-
war welfare state was presented as a history of the gradual establishment of secular pro-
visions against the claims of religious institutions.15 Similarly, the decline of confessional 
networks during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s was presented as an expected and necessary 
outcome of ongoing modernisation.16 Such observations were not simply analyses of his-
torical trajectories but also provided directions for policy. During 1960s, the idea of a poli
tics which could guide society as a whole through an inevitable process of modernisation 
became popular among political elites across the world.17

As a new generation of historians mustered theoretical insights from the social sciences 
to devise new histories of society during the 1970s, modernisation theory presented itself 
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as a framework which could account for a wide variety of social phenomena and thus in-
tegrate the disparate results of social history. Historians looking for an approach which 
could underwrite their attempts to distance themselves from political history and relate 
their research to the social sciences found a viable alternative to a traditional Marxist per-
spective.18 In hindsight, it was all the more attractive to historians in Western Europa and 
the United States within the context of the Cold War and decolonisation because it stressed 
the unity and the exceptionality of ›the West‹ as a region shaped by democratic capitalism 
whilst accounting for the aberrations of its history by presenting these as resulting from a 
lack of modernisation. This was especially pronounced in West-German historiography, 
where the notion of a German Sonderweg served to establish the development of the Ameri
can, French, and British societies as models for the German past and present, and a warning 
for the dangers of lagging modernisation.19

I.	 Revising Modernisation

The integration of modernisation theories into the research of social historians took place 
at a time when these theories were increasingly criticised for failing to provide an effec-
tive rationale for societal development, which was apparent both in the faltering attempts 
at development in the South and in the criticism of attempts at steering change in the North.20 
As Wehler’s plea for the application of modernisation theory in historical research indi-
cated, historians were well aware of its critiques. As a result, they took the conceptual de-
ficiencies and the normative implications of these theories into account as they formulated 
the versions of modernisation theory they aimed to apply.21 The resulting approaches are 
indicative of the possibilities and limitations of modernisation theory and of the evolution 
of social history. In the following, I will therefore subsume six objections against moderni
sation theory and subsequently discuss some of the attempts to resolve each of them:

•	 The concept is a mirage which suggests rather than proves an association between pro-
cesses of social transformation.

•	 Modernisation theory integrates the past, the present, and the future within a teleologi
cal framework.

•	 It constructs an opposition between homogenous images of premodern and modern 
epochs.

18	 Wehler, Modernisierungstheorie und Geschichte, pp. 51–57; Christoph Cornelißen, Ein ständi-
ges Ärgernis? Die Moderne in der (west-)deutschen Geschichtsschreibung, in: Lutz Raphael / Ute 
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Main / Berlin etc. 2008, pp. 235–248, here: pp. 235–241.
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Rückblick auf eine »lange Generation«, in: Merkur 53, 1999, pp. 413–432; Thomas Welskopp, 
Westbindung auf dem »Sonderweg«. Die deutsche Sozialgeschichte vom Appendix der Wirt-
schaftsgeschichte zur historischen Sozialwissenschaft, in: Wolfgang Küttler / Jörn Rüsen / Ernst 
Schulin (eds.), Geschichtsdiskurs, vol. 5: Globale Konflikte, Erinnerungsarbeit und Neuorien-
tierungen seit 1945, Frankfurt am Main 1999, pp. 191–237.
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geschichte der Entwicklungszusammenarbeit, Frankfurt am Main / New York 2009, pp. 7–29, 
here: pp. 14–20; Dirk van Laak, Planung, Planbarkeit und Planungseuphorie, in: Docupedia-Zeit-
geschichte, 16.2.2010, URL: <http://docupedia.de/zg/Planung> [16.8.2017].
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•	 Modernisation theory reifies ›the West‹ and cements claims of its global predominance.
•	 It presents heterogeneity within ›the West‹ as a problem by constructing a hierarchy be-

tween progressive and backward phenomena.
•	 Historians reinforce a blind spot for the constitutive role of history and the social sciences 

in constructing an ideal image of a »modern society« by employing modernisation theory.

Any objection raised against modernisation theory can be sure to be countered by the ar-
gument that the critique is addressing some older, different, or less refined version than 
the one which said proponent is adhering to. This points to a pitfall of the theory, which 
is constituted by its wide range of competing definitions. These have turned the concept 
into a mirage. First of all, the disorientation stemmed from the coexistence of refined scholar­
ly uses of the term alongside colloquial connotations of the modern as that which befits 
the (Western) present. Among scholars, the misunderstanding was furthered by disagree-
ment over which processes are essential parts of modernisation. Third, the relation between 
processes of modernisation and an era designated as »modern« has added to the confusion.22 
Meaningful scholarly conversation about modernisation became a daunting challenge as 
a result.

Any concept in wide use suffers from a certain measure of confusion about its definition. 
The common reaction to such confusion has been to specify the processes on which the 
investigation is focused. For example, many studies on the history of religion have in-
voked the notion of modernisation to refer to a process of rationalisation, the rise of an 
empiricist worldview, a process of differentiation which separates religion from other so-
cial spheres, or a privatisation of religion.23 Many of these studies left the relation of the 
specified process to a wider notion of modernisation unaccounted for. Scholars who have 
specified the concept of modernisation have moved in two opposite directions. Sociologists 
such as Hartmut Rosa and Detlef Pollack defined a processual core that drives modernisa­
tion. According to Rosa, a process of acceleration lies at the heart of modernisation, trans-
forming the way contemporaries regard the present and the future and accordingly lead 
their lives. Although this process of acceleration also has external drivers such as economic 
incentives, cultural expectations, and the differentiation of social functions, this process of 
acceleration also decisively drives itself.24 Pollack has a similar ambition to redefine mod­
ernisation as a comprehensive process, positioning functional differentiation at its core. 
This differentiation leads to a competition by different social spheres over acceptance and 
autonomy, resulting in an image similar to the one Rosa paints: a society which is in con-
stant flux because of attempts to transcend present accomplishments.25

In contrast to such expansive visions of modernisation, historians such as John Breuilly 
have attempted to specify the concept by limiting its scope to specific areas, timeframes, 
and social phenomena. Taking up the tradition of relating modernity to functional differen
tiation, Breuilly proposes to regard it as a specific transition from corporate to functionally 
specialised institutions. He contends that such a transformation can be observed in the his-
tory of the German lands in the period from around 1800 until about 1880. Although this 
was not an inevitable process, Breuilly does regard it as the result of social evolution, which 
made certain outcomes more likely than others within the specific context of the history 
of these German lands. Crucially, he contends that this process of modernisation as func-

22	 Cornelißen, Ein ständiges Ärgernis?, pp. 235 f.
23	 Cf. Karel Dobbelaere, Secularization. A Multi-Dimensional Concept, London 1981; José Casa
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am Main 2005, pp. 24–32.
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ten, in: Zeitschrift für Soziologie 45, 2016, pp. 219–240.
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tional differentiation cannot be regarded as the project of a specific group of actors. Instead, 
it was the unintended result of the actions of many different groups of actors over the span 
of several generations.26

Attempts to clarify the status of the many different interpretations of modernisation have 
identified two different strands in the debates about the concept since the 1990s: moderni­
sation as a process and as a frame of reference. In an analysis of the related historiography, 
Thomas Mergel, for example, discerns empirical-sociological modernisation theories along-
side a historical-philosophical »theory of modernity«. According to Mergel, the criticism 
of modernisation theory was in fact primarily directed at optimistic philosophical notions 
of a Western modernity. Therefore, sociologically informed empirical descriptions of mod-
ernisation remain useful, even more so because the concept had been modified to accom-
modate different historical trajectories and objectives. Because recent scholarship had also 
paid increasing attention to the ways historical actors had conceptualised modernity and 
pursued modernisation accordingly, questions relating to the theory of modernity had also 
gained relevance. Such questions could contribute to an understanding of the unique trajec
tory which Europe and North America had followed according to this theory.27 Some years 
later, Björn Wittrock followed up on this line of thinking, noting that modernity should be 
regarded as a set of »promissory notes« which had become the dominant framework for 
discussing the direction of social change rather than an existing ensemble of institutions 
of structures.28 These attempts at clarification thus resulted in a threefold distinction, sepa­
rating empirical observations about processes of modernisation, the notions of modernity 
held by historical actors, and the historical-philosophical notion about modernity which 
researchers themselves hold.

The reference to a teleological framework was a second problem which modernisation 
presented to social history. Many versions of the theory integrated perspectives on the past, 
the present, and the future as stages in a linear progression from tradition towards moder-
nity. This posed a double challenge to social history. On the one hand, its focus on linear 
development undermined the capability to account for historical contingency. On the other, 
it introduced normativity into the temporal structure through the association of the modern 
with the contemporary as well as with a higher stage of development.

As theories of modernisation were formulated during the early post-war era, linearity 
and normativity went hand in hand. During its first heyday in the 1960s, American post-
war society served as the image of the highest stage of modernity, which was realised in 
the present. Up until the 1970s, US-propaganda aiming at promoting the American model 
of democratic capitalism abroad explicitly presented contemporary US society as the telos 
of modernisation.29 The present and the future converged into a blueprint of society which 
other parts of the world could and should achieve by concerted interventions.30 However, 
the attempts at achieving modernisation through interventions failed to produce the en
visaged results. Meanwhile, the ideal image of the United States lost much of its persua-
siveness in the wake of the Vietnam War, the struggles over racial equality, and the economic 
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Beiträge zur Theoriedebatte, München 1997, pp. 203–232.
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in: David C. Engerman / Nils Gilman / Mark H. Haefele et al. (eds.), Staging Growth. Moderni-
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30	 Nils Gilman, Modernization Theory, the Highest Stage of American Intellectual History, in: ibid., 
pp. 47–80; Belmonte, Selling Capitalism.
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crises of the 1970s. A similar convergence of the present and the telos of modernisation 
briefly reappeared during the 1990s, as the apparent triumph of free market democracy 
caused some observers to present it as a final stage of history.31 Where such a convergence 
was stated, the task for historians was understood to be twofold: to explain how some so-
cieties had achieved this highest stage of development and to diagnose why other parts of 
the world had not achieved a similar condition.

Where modernity was presented as the telos of a welcome historical development, the 
dichotomy of tradition and modernity pitted the historical points of departure and termi-
nation against each other as a negative against a positive. The advance from the past to the 
future was presented as a progressive movement from a primitive to a more desirable state. 
Where modernity appeared less attractive, it could not serve as a self-evident »end of his-
tory« in the same way. Thus, since the disenchantment with the American model during 
the 1960s and 1970s, the present and the future often diverged in analyses of modernisa-
tion. The initial reaction was to aim for a better modernity. The utopian vanishing point 
remained in place, but the project of modernisation gained new urgency by its loss of self-
evidence. Modernity had to be achieved, historical analysis could provide insight as to 
where and how modernisation had at least partially succeeded, and which forces were 
hampering it. This view made regression or devolution a distinct possibility. As the nega
tive connotation of both terms indicate, within the framework of the theory such instances 
were presented as unexpected and undesirable aberrations.32

This normativity was confronted especially during 1980s by scholars taking up a tradi-
tion of criticism which they traced back to the originators of theories of modernity. Max 
Weber in particular had voiced reservations about modernity, talking of a »shell hard as 
steel« in which capitalism trapped modern humans. Scholars like Detlev Peukert likewise 
painted a picture of modernity devoid of affirmation. Here, the transition from tradition to 
modernity was not equated with a progressive movement but rather with a deeply ambiva
lent development. The onset of modern rationality among other things enabled a radicali
sation of a racist utopia which would result in the attempted annihilation of the European 
Jews by the National Socialists.33 Authors like Michel Foucault took this criticism one step 
further, presenting modernity not as a welcome telos of historical development but as a 
dystopian situation.34 In a similar vein, recent studies of colonialism have presented sys-
tems of colonial rule as distinctly modern phenomena.35

These objections against the normative associations of modernisation were closely re-
lated to questions about the supposed progressive movement from the traditional to the 
modern. Colloquially, the modern is equated with the present. Historians have habitually 
argued for a contingent view of modernisation which disbands this equation. Although 
contingency challenges the account of any processual development, it poses distinct prob-
lems when confronted modernisation theory. As democratisation signifies a movement from 
less to more democracy, so industrialisation describes a motion towards more industry. In 
this sense, the mere suggestion of linearity cannot be held against the notion of moderni-

31	 Peter Fritzsche, Founding Fictions: History, Myth, and the Modern Age, in: International Jour-
nal of Politics, Culture, and Society 12, 1998, pp. 205–220, here: pp. 205 f.

32	 Charles Tilly, Clio und Minerva, in: Hans-Ulrich Wehler (ed.), Geschichte und Soziologie, Köln 
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pp. 20 f.; Vasant Kaiwar, The Postcolonial Orient. The Politics of Difference and the Project of 
Provincialising Europe, Leiden 2014, pp. 103–155.
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sation. Notably, however, the colloquial understanding of the modern as the contemporary 
reinforces the assumption that the present is more modern than the past. This link between 
the descriptive process and a particular position of the observer on its timeline separates 
modernisation from many other processual notions. In this sense, modernisation exacer-
bates the problem of contingency which is habitually presented to historical research in 
its attempts to combine the paradoxical notions of the open character of historical devel-
opment with the closed nature of its empirical material.

Two main approaches were developed to incorporate the notion of historical contingen-
cy into modernisation theories: deploying it as a descriptive grid and presuming different 
trajectories. In his formidable volumes on the history of German society, for example, 
Hans-Ulrich Wehler employed his dimensions of modernisation – rule, economy, culture, 
and social inequality – to present a comprehensive view of German social history in the 
19th and 20th century. Measuring social development along the lines of these indicators, 
Wehler was able to draw on a remarkable breadth of material in registering progress and 
regression.36 The difficulty of avoiding a linear perspective through a descriptive approach 
became clear, however, as Wehler proposed to explain the catastrophic history of Germa-
ny in the first half of the 20th century by pointing out imbalances across the different in-
dicators of modernisation.37

The sensibility to the relevance of contingency was reinforced by the sudden collapse 
of communism in Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s and by the disenchantment with 
the prognostic capabilities of social scientific models. This resulted in a more nuanced ap-
proach to contingency in processes of social evolution, which did not conceive of histori
cal development as the logic result of a process of modernisation. Instead, it understood 
processual evolutions in terms of more or less likely results. As Thomas Mergel explained, 
this presented modernisation as a process which could regress, stagnate, or progress, where 
regressions were less likely because of the former »transaction costs« a society had in
vested.38 This conceptualisation favoured a notion of multiple trajectories of modernisa-
tion. Such approaches had been pioneered by historical sociologists Barrington Moore, Jr. 
and Shmuel N. Eisenstadt from very different directions. Moore discerned the liberal demo
cratic, fascist and communist systems as different outcomes of a transition from a tradi-
tional to a modern society and explained these different trajectories by differences in social 
structure and the timing of industrialisation.39 Eisenstadt highlighted cultural traditions to 
explain the appearance of »multiple modernities« across the world. He stressed the abili-
ty of modern societies to cope with change based on self-criticism to account for their con-
tingent evolution.40 Similarly, Peter Wagner has proposed to regard modernisation as an 
open-ended process which develops along multiple trajectories in reaction to specific his-
torical experiences.41 Such references to different trajectories also occurred in historiogra
phy. Debating African history around the concept of modernity, for example, historians 
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distinguished different varieties of modernity in Africa and in Europe, thus discerning dif-
ferent historical trajectories without labelling some as »modern« next to non-modern, pre-
sumably backward alternatives.42

The dichotomy between tradition and modernity also posed a challenge to historical 
periodisation. It suggests a homogenous and static starting point to the history of moderni
sation. A »flat« image of premodern societies is invoked by collectively labelling them as 
»traditional« and assigning a fixed set of characteristics to them.43 The perspective has 
caused similar problems in analysing modern history itself, because it imposes the notion 
that the »modern« era has to be regarded as a uniform period which therefore should ex-
hibit certain stable features. Finally, historical inquiry across the border between pre-mod-
ern and modern history is also impaired by the presupposed divide. The division between 
a pre-modern and a modern period presupposes a progressive movement from pre-modern 
to modern phenomena. Continuity between a premodern and a modern era or cyclical de-
velopment across these ages are thus deemed unlikely beforehand. A second problem caused 
by the distinction of a modern and a premodern era relates to locating the process of mod-
ernisation within this grid. Is the modern era the final result of processes of modernisation 
which predate it? Or is the modern era distinguished from its predecessor precisely because 
it features such processes?

Because no historian could accept this schematic understanding of the periods before 
and after the turn of the 19th century, historians have developed both pragmatic and con-
ceptual solutions to this problem. The practical answer has been to nuance the distinction 
and highlight the dynamic character of both the premodern and the modern era. Instead of 
labelling anything predating 1800 traditional, modern and traditional features have been 
assigned flexibly across historical periods, based on more specific definitions of what mod-
ern feature is being examined. As a result, the notion of a modern era and the distribution 
of modern phenomena increasingly drifted apart. Moreover, the very presumption of tra-
ditional counterparts to modern phenomena could prove hard to maintain. The historiogra
phy on the »birth of modern consumer society« provides a telling example of this trend. As 
historians during the 1980s and 1990s attempted to determine when a modern consumer 
society came into existence, they ended up continually predating it. Scholars were hard-
pressed to come up with a clear distinction between pre-modern and modern modes of 
consumption. Reviewing the results of the search for the origins of modern consumption 
in 2003, John Brewer concluded that by presupposing modern consumption to be funda-
mentally different from premodern varieties, historians had framed their initial question 
erroneously.44

Conceptually, the aforementioned distinction between processes of modernisation and 
a specific era of modernity has been the primary answer to the problem of the suggested 
temporal dichotomy. This, however, did not dispel the reservations about contrasting a 
static tradition with modernising processes. Even if processes of modernisation could be 
observed in an accordingly more dynamic view of premodern times, this approach con-
tinued to regard history before the 19th century through the lens of processes which were 
originally associated with the modern era. Similar objections were raised regarding the 
analysis of the 19th and 20th century, because the processes observed in this timeframe 
too could hardly be reduced to a coherent and recurring set of modernising processes. The 
key innovation in this regard was related to the notion of a dynamic understanding of the 
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process of modernisation itself. Among sociologists, the most prominent example of this 
line of thinking was exemplified by debates about the »modernisation of modernity«. Ac-
cording to sociologists like Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens, Western modernity had 
reached a new stage in the late 20th century, in which the initial impetus of modernisation 
was questioned and redeveloped against the background of an increasing awareness of the 
shortcomings of the original project.45 Among historians, this trend was visible in proposed 
periodisations of history in which different phases of modernity were distinguished, such 
as Ulrich Herbert’s suggestion to regard European history between 1890 and 1980 as a 
unified era of »high modernity«.46 Reflections on the shortcomings of a schematic perio-
disation thus resulted in a double movement which has also been observed in reaction to 
aforementioned challenges: the process was at once generalised to be applicable beyond 
a specific modern era and then applied in specialised versions.

A similar tendency came to the fore in reaction to the critique of the Western bias of the 
concept. For modernisation theory has not only set apart a singular modern period, it also 
singled out ›the West‹ as its distinct geographical birthplace.47 It reified ›the West‹ through 
a circular argument stating at once that the history of the West has been shaped by mod-
ernisation and that a phenomenon could only be modern if it has occurred in the West. As 
the concept of modernisation was introduced into social history, this focus on the West was 
not deemed unwarranted, because Wehler and likeminded historians intended to apply the 
concept to Western history first and foremost. For a historiographical tradition as sensi-
tive to political agendas as social history, this was a remarkable resolution. The justifica-
tion, however, became overtly problematic over time, as it was seen to reinforce a presup-
posed singularity of the West as a »modern« part of the world. As Dipesh Chakrabarty has 
pointed out, Western rule across the globe has been legitimised by the claim that the whole 
world is moving into the direction of »the modern«, but that those ahead in this process 
of modernisation have different rights from those who are lagging behind.48

The concerns about the Western bias of the concept became overt as social scientists 
and historians increasingly developed perspectives which looked beyond the West. If the 
traditional notion of modernisation was upheld, other regions could only be included into 
the general narrative if their cases demonstrated either similarity to or influence by the West. 
This became apparent in early versions of globalisation theory, which set out to expand 
the range of inquiry beyond the traditional reach of modernisation theory. By regarding 
globalisation as a global expansion of Western modernity and by placing the West square-
ly at the centre of the global history of the 19th and 20th, it replicated the shortcomings of 
modernisation theory.49 The critique of reification, however, in part impeded the design of 
viable alternatives. Rejecting modernity as a concept with a Western bias, the underlying 
assumption of modernisation as a singularly Western combination of processes was often 
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kept intact.50 Other critics disbanded the theory only to invoke an inverted alternative no-
tion of linear Western development.51

This line of criticism has reinforced the tendency to combine a disavowal of the affir-
mation of modernisation with the generalisation of the concept in regard of its temporal 
and spatial application. Eisenstadt’s notion of multiple modernities presented a compre-
hensive program to overcome the Western bias of modernisation theory. By allowing for 
multiple trajectories of modernisation, the program attempted to reconsider the Western 
trajectory not as a yardstick of modernisation but simply as one possible line of develop-
ment next to equal alternatives. However, this approach has not been able to account for 
the interdependency shaping the development of different regions of the world and thus 
failed to confront the essentialising view of civilisations which underpinned earlier ver-
sions of modernisation theory.52 In reaction to these shortcomings, approaches such as 
Wagner’s notion of several paths of modernisation as reactions to specific historical experi­
ences and Rosa’s concept of acceleration have defined modernisation as a process which 
is not principally tied to any specific region.

Whereas many critics have stressed the difference which was constituted between »the 
West« and »the rest« by modernisation theories, the construction of asynchronicity was 
also applied to the West internally. Just as these theories were referred to in order to legiti
mise Western predominance in relation to other parts of the world, it was also an impor-
tant argument in debates about the future within Western societies themselves. For instance, 
Dutch political elites during the late 1960s typically argued for cautiously implementing 
»progressive« reforms by stating that »going along with the times« was as inevitable as 
the flow of these times themselves.53 This line of reasoning can also be observed within 
religious communities in the 1960s and 1970s. Here, a push for reforms was often pre-
sented as a necessary reaction to the objective advance of modernisation. Religious groups 
could either adapt or perish.54

Discerning between progressive and backward phenomenon within the West, moderni
sation was invoked to frame heterogeneity as fundamentally problematic and often unten-
able in the long run. The history and historiography of Catholicism in the 19th and 20th 
century are especially instructive in this respect. In the history of Catholicism, the position 
in regard of »modernity« had long been a staple of fierce debate following the condemna-
tion of »modern« ideas by the Vatican and the ensuing internal conflicts about »modern« 
theology and distinction from the »modern« world outside of the church. Supporters and 
opponents of the Catholic attack on the modern world shared a basic understanding of sin-
gular Western history, in which a fundamental opposition between Catholicism and »the 
Western world« evolved.55

The contemporary perception of a conflict between modernity and Catholicism as its 
Other has continued to inform analyses of the history of Catholicism. For instance, the 
analysis of the transformation of the Catholic milieu in the Netherlands has been critical-
ly influenced by notions of modernisation. Whereas the formation of a well-organised and 
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socially isolated Catholic community was deemed a reaction to »modern« plurality in the 
late 19th century, the transformation of the milieu was caused by ongoing modernisation, 
which made it untenable to retain the milieu during the 1960s and 1970s.56 A similar per-
spective has been applied to the transformation of religious communities in other coun-
tries. Thus, Wilfred Loth has diagnosed the Catholic milieu in Germany to have been a 
»transitory phenomenon«, a »problematic, but probably inevitable« trajectory for different 
Catholic groups to eventually arrive and participate in modernity.57

The myth of European unity has probably been the least examined flaw the concept has 
introduced into historiography.58 By the time it was scrutinised, the solutions developed 
in reaction to other strains of criticism could be mustered to confront it. The normative 
framing of heterogeneity requited the disavowal of affirmation which had been promoted 
by Peukert and likeminded scholars. The suggested spatial uniformity had already been 
undermined by the assumption of several trajectories of modernisation, popularised by the 
likes of Barrington Moore and Eisenstadt, and culminating in the aforementioned princi-
pally deterritorialised conceptions of modernisation.

A final critique of modernisation theory has pointed out that by taking up modernisa-
tion theory as an implicit or explicit frame of reference, historians reinforce a »blind spot« 
for the constitutive role that the social scientists and historians have played in constructing 
ideal images of a modern society and their commitment to the socio-political agendas of 
modernisation which were connected to these images.59 Returning to the aforementioned 
debates about the necessity of reforms within religious communities during the 1960s and 
1970s, the participation of social scientists in particular in debates about the future of re-
ligious practices and organisation is striking. As »experts«, the advice of these scholars 
was sought out by church leaders and the boards of many religious civic organisations to 
map a successful course towards »modernisation«.60

This claim of expertise regarding the process of modernisation is an important element 
in the history of what Lutz Raphael has labelled »scientification«. During the course of 
the 20th century, experts of »human sciences« successfully claimed their place in the circles 
of policymakers and government, companies, and civic organisations. From this position, the 
knowledge they generated was pivotal in the construction of the self-images of Western 
societies. The relation to religious authority, Raphael points out, was more far-reaching, 
because academic knowledge also served to displace religious authority.61 Concepts such 
as modernisation, which scholars constructed and distributed, became important points of 
reference in debates about how to react to the challenges of the present. Morten Reitmayer 
has noted how the intended societal uses of this knowledge also introduced a fundamental 
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vagueness into the concepts these scholars employed. If they were to be of any use out-
side of the walls of academic institutions, they had to be open to the experiences and ex-
pectations of those ›outside‹ who were interested in the knowledge.62

The objection to the continuation of the complicity between social history and moderni
sation as a legitimising concept resonates with the suggestion by Mergel and Wittrock to 
regard modernity as a specific frame of reference, which has been employed by historical 
actors to shape the world around them. In a broader sense, this can be regarded as a re-
sponse to the lack of historical agency in earlier versions of modernisation theory. Intro-
ducing agency into the history of modernisation, these theories appeared as concepts which 
historical actors referred to in trying to impose order on their environment. Modernity then 
appears as an era which was marked by people attempting to create an explicitly »modern« 
environment.63 This resulted in a shift from applying modernisation theory as an analytic 
tool in writing social history to regarding it primarily as a concept guiding the action of 
historical actors. Konrad Jarausch recently underlined this trend, stating that the critiques 
of modernisation had turned it into an »intellectual problem«. To resolve it, he proposed 
to employ modernisation as a point of access to European history. By »deconstructing its 
shifting meaning according to the time, place, and speaker behind it«, modernisation could 
shed light on competing political agendas and the ways in which Europeans positioned 
themselves in the world.64

II.	 Moving on

The concept of modernisation has been pronounced dead as often as it has been resurrected. 
In the context of German historiography, the demise of modernisation theory seemed de-
finitive during the late 1990s, as both Wehler and Jürgen Kocka, as well as their prominent 
students Thomas Welskopp and Paul Nolte, assigned its popularity to a certain period of 
West-German history in which the normative foundations of the theory had been especial-
ly attractive. Chris Lorenz concluded in 2007 that modernisation theory had become prob-
lematic because the normative assumptions underpinning modernisation theory had lost 
their persuasiveness, as the historicizing of the concept by its founding fathers underlined. 
Moreover, its inability to conceptualise contingency, the cultural production of social struc-
tures, and its one-sided emphasis on social structures had gotten the better of it.65

As the ongoing attempts to adapt modernisation theories to their insistent criticism 
demonstrate, these theories have retained their attraction for social historians nonetheless. 
They continue to hold the promise of an overarching perspective for the ever-expanding 
body of specialised studies. Despite criticism, the concept has remained in continuous use 
as an explicit framework and has provided an implicit frame of reference for many more 
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scholarly works.66 Even astute critics have often been reluctant to relinquish the concept al
together.67 In part, this reluctance can be traced to the long-standing tradition of reflecting 
on Western history as a history of modernity. Being modern has been a crucial element of 
Western self-imaging throughout the 20th century.68 Because many of the most common 
observations on the development of Western societies have been framed within this theory, 
historians often continued to subsume their specific findings within this framework with-
out much further reflection on modernisation as an overarching notion. At the same time, 
they provided a connection between scholarly and public discourse. To talk about the mod-
ern was to talk about what was relevant to society today.

The efforts to devise better versions of the theory resulted in the double movement of 
specification and generalisation described above. As the relating processes were specified 
and more precisely located in time and space, modernisation was disassociated from the 
West and its »modern« era to constitute a general process. In response to critiques of mod-
ernisation as a desirable process, social historians distanced themselves from a naïve af-
firmation of the normative implications of the theory. Accounting for historical contingency, 
they stressed the possibilities of stagnation and reversibility and highlighted the descriptive 
perspective which these theories provided. In presenting modernisation as a contingent 
process, the notion of multiple trajectories of modernisation also became viable. The Western 
bias which traditionally accompanied these theories and the tendency to homogenise the 
West were countered by presenting modernisation as a process which could occur in any 
place. Concrete inquiries into modernisation accordingly had to be limited to specific areas. 
Similarly, the association of a process of modernisation with a distinct »modern« era was 
analytically severed: not only could traditional societies be modernised, modern societies 
could also modernise themselves. In principal, modernisation could take place at any time 
and did not take place all the time during the »modern« period. Finally, by stressing the 
experience of modernity, the notion of modernisation was both historicised and connected 
to the agency of specific historical actors.

This twofold development, however, has undermined the viability of these theories for 
social history. By specifying their notions of modernisation, no compelling reason to main-
tain it remains: modernisation can be substituted by the more specific term in question. In 
stating the process at hand more clearly, the suggestion of an association between the pro-
cess under discussion and other processes regularly subsumed under the header of mod-
ernisation can effectively be avoided. At best, this association is indeed proposed, in which 
case it deserves a clear definition. At worst, its suggestion is invoked to claim a broader 
relevance which remains undemonstrated. Whichever the case, it is possible and desirable 
to substitute references to a vague notion of modernisation by more specific terms.

On the other hand, the generalisation of these theories has removed them from the origi
nal intent of applying them as theories of the middle range. In the classic definition of 
Robert K. Merton, such theories »lie between the minor but necessary working hypotheses 
that evolve in abundance during day to day research and the all-inclusive systematic ef-
forts to develop a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities of social 
behaviour, social organization and social change«.69 Theories of the middle range are attrac
tive to historians, because they do not present a perspective which has to fit all the insights 
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which are generated from empirical research. Instead, they enable a constant dialogue be-
tween empirical research and conceptualisation to enhance an understanding of the inter-
relation between findings from different strands of research.70 The resulting cycle of empiri
cal and conceptual analysis continually generates new conceptual challenges and questions 
for empirical research.71 Such an approach is especially attractive to social historians, who 
– aiming to discern broader patterns – measure the value of concepts and theories above 
all by relating them to specific empirical results. Although an integrative perspective thus 
remains viable, the history of a process like urbanisation can be enough of a »grand« per-
spective to satisfy the tastes of most historians. Such an approach has the added benefit of 
being more geographically and temporally flexible.72 The attraction of modernisation theo
ries to social historians in the 1970s lays partly in their envisaged applicability as such 
theories of the middle range. Devised as approaches to analyse a supposedly distinct tra-
jectory during a distinct era, they lacked the all-encompassing pretences of alternative ap-
proaches popular at the time.73 Generalisation diminished this advantage for historical re-
search.

The evolution of modernisation theories has also produced a growing rift between scholar
ly and public notions of the modern. While social historians take up specific processes of 
modernisation in any specific part of the world in any period, the colloquial understand-
ing of the modern remains tied to the general development of the contemporary Western 
world. The continued interlocution between public and scholarly interpretation of the mod-
ern impedes attempts to separate empirical theories of modernisation from philosophical 
considerations about a theory of modernity. This doubt is reinforced by the methodologi-
cal problem of separating a theory of modernity from empirical observations based on the 
categories of this theory.

The viability of modernisation theory as an integrative perspective has been further un-
dermined by its inability to incorporate key results of historical scholarship which have 
come to the fore since the 1970s. Studies informed by the approach of microhistory cast 
doubt upon the supposed opposition of traditional and modern phenomena, the coherence 
between processes subsumed under the header of modernisation, and underlined the am-
biguity inherent to such processes.74 As the work of historians such as Carlo Ginzburg, 
Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Natalie Zemon Davis and Edward P. Thompson demonstrated, 
microhistorical approaches could generate insights into structural developments without 
neglecting individual perspectives and opposing trends.75 Modernisation theory was simi
larly unsuited to incorporate perspectives gained from global history. Although initial theo
ries of globalisation were heavily influenced by modernisation, such approaches were sub-
sequently countered by historical research which rejected the presupposition of unique 
Western trajectory primarily determined by endogenous factors as well as the necessity of 
integrating historical research from an overarching macro-theoretical perspective.76 In-
stead, global histories could be more convincingly constructed along the lines of more spe-
cific themes, such as the empires on which Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper focused 
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their inquiry, or the imposing panoramas presented by Jürgen Osterhammel in his global 
history of the 19th century.77

Because of the pivotal position of modernisation theories in the evolution of social his-
tory since the 1970s, their critiques align with the challenges which the so-called cultural 
turn presented to social history. Over the 1980s, social history’s empiricism, neglect of cul
tural mediation, focus on abstract processes in favour of the perspectives of historical ac-
tors, and disdain of diversity met with growing resistance.78 Therefore, this inventory of 
the shortcomings of modernisation theory not only informs the countless inquiries explicit
ly or implicitly referring to modernisation theory but holds significance for any attempt at 
advancing social history. As Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt insisted, social historians 
can benefit from their critics by developing new and better forms of knowledge, which ac-
count for the blind spots they have uncovered, even if this entails giving up on an overarch
ing theoretical framework for the time being.79 Instead of staying aboard a sinking ship be
cause swimming in the cold water doesn’t seem to promise salvation, I suggest we take the 
plunge. Historians have all the reason to trust their swimming skills, which have never de-
pended on the floatability of macro theories. Moreover, among the wreckage of moderni­
sation theory, there are several pieces of flotsam which promise to support the swimmers. 
Abandoning the overarching frameworks frees up the structures and processes which had 
been subsumed under the header of modernisation for application in social history.80

Taking stock of the crisis of social history, Patrick Joyce has noted that despite the fun-
damental doubt about the nature of »the social«, social historians by and large continue to 
agree on the agenda of social history81, which Jürgen Kocka has aptly characterised:
»They reject all forms of strict methodological individualism. They are not primarily interested in 
single biographies and specific events, but rather in collective phenomena. They try to reconstruct 
›the social‹ including social inequality. They do not accept that the past can sufficiently be under-
stood as a context of perceptions, experiences, discourses, actions and meanings, alone. They insist 
that conditions and consequences, structures and processes have to be taken seriously and brought 
back in. They try to combine understanding and explanation. Faced by the increasing ›Balkaniza-
tion‹, i. e. fragmentation, of the discipline and of historical reconstructions, they stress the need for 
context and interrelation.«82

Even if this consensus may serve as a vantage point for social historians, contemporary 
social history has learned valuable lessons from its crisis, as epitomised by the failure of 
modernisation theory. Attempts to discern emergent structures can productively be traced 
from the relations between historical actors. Thus, the social is not conceptualised as a 
synonym for (national) society.83 Social historians have similarly benefited from the scep-
tical approach to grand narratives and the ways in which knowledge has been constructed. 
Taking seriously the cultural production of knowledge, we have scrutinised our core con-
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tory 37, 2003, pp. 21–28, here: p. 26.
83	 Ute Daniel, »Kultur« und »Gesellschaft«. Überlegungen zum Gegenstandsbereich der Sozial-

geschichte, in: GG 19, 1993, pp. 69–99; Cf. Joyce, What Is the Social in Social History?



Saving Social History from Itself. Moving on from Modernisation	 63 

cepts and revised them in many instances. The increasing importance of the sciences for 
the conceptualisation of the social during the 20th century and the relationship between 
scholarly and public discourse have likewise been evaluated.84 The historical entanglement 
of the sciences and humanities with the colonial project as well as the increasing attention 
to the political functions of the knowledge they have produced for use within the West re-
inforce the importance of revaluation.85

In this light, the genealogical analysis of modernisation theory is not merely promising 
but had indeed become necessary. Not only does it provide valuable insights into the ways 
in which social change has been understood both in the past and the present. Such an analy
sis also brings the explicit and implicit influence of concepts of modernisation in society 
and the academy to the fore. By pointing out these influences and the inadequacies they 
have imported into the concepts of social history, it may help to avoid the dead end to which 
modernisation theory as a blind spot has led social history. Without explicitly addressing 
the ways in which the notion has influenced our view of history, the present, and the fu-
ture, it will continue to function as an explicit and implicit frame of reference for scholar-
ly inquiry and societal self-fashioning.

The interplay between scholarly and popular discourse deserves particular attention in 
this regard. The analysis of modernisation has often been reduced to an inquiry into its 
scholarly incarnations. In such investigations, public conceptions of the modern appear as 
separate interpretations which at times might interfere with the serious discussions about 
modernisation within the walls of academia. If social history is to be a history of relations 
instead of isolated groups and societies, this is unsatisfactory. As the provided genealogy 
shows, the integration of modernisation theories into social history was motivated by scholar
ly as well as political agendas, as was its subsequent demise. This points towards a recip-
rocal relationship between scholarly and public conceptions of the social which deserves 
closer investigation. It seems worthwhile to study the continuities as well as the transfor-
mations and disconnects appearing in the course of these transplants in more detail and 
beyond the domain of historiography. In fact, in further exploring the genealogy of mod-
ernisation, it might be more plausible to set out outside of academic circles, only to inves-
tigate how conceptions of progress and Western exceptionalism then migrated into scholar
ly discussions. This exploration can also shed light on instances where academic experts 
attempted to assert societal influence, but failed, and thus on the limits of scientification.

As has been apparent in the history of modernisation theories, a critical view of our own 
concepts has allowed historians to revaluate the relevant categories of time and space for 
their respective objects of research. Rather than taking a linear development for granted, 
a conscious decision to doubt narratives of modernisation has opened up the possibilities 
of circular movements and conjunctures. The conventional analyses of modernisation had 
tied related processes firmly to the nation-state within the framework of the Western world. 
Once challenged, instead of presupposing a fixed spatial setting for the object of analysis, 
the relevant spatial markers had to be deduced from the subject at hand.86
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A genealogical approach to modernisation theories at the same time establishes the criti
cal distance needed to salvage the many fruitful insights which can be won from the tradi
tion of social history. Without examination, these processes would continue to be framed 
as parts of an overarching ›modernisation‹, providing them with a presupposed direction, 
relation to the West, and association to other processes. Once they are liberated from this 
stranglehold, processes such as structural differentiation, bureaucratisation, and scientifi-
cation can be evaluated against the backdrop of historical empirical investigation. Indi-
vidually, the applicability of the concept and the direction of its development may be as-
sessed in separate cases. Instead of stating an a priori association with other processes, the 
relation of one of these processes to other structural developments has to be proven from 
instance to instance. This call to reassess the applicability of individual processes and their 
interdependency has the potential to reinvigorate social history.

The confrontation with the cultural turn on the other hand sets the indispensable ele-
ments within tradition of social history apart. As Kocka points out, these include the com-
mitment to a view of the social which includes but does not limit itself to cultural media-
tion. The traditional emphasis on relating disparate insights from historical and social 
scientific scholarship remains just as appealing. Above all, the tradition of social history 
entails a focus on structures and processes which exceed individual experience and elude 
the ability of individual actors to direct or shape them. As Osterhammel has stated, the cri-
tique of master narratives has not made such narratives obsolete but rather calls for a more 
reflexive approach to narrating them.87 Looking specifically to the legacy of modernisation 
theory, this understanding on emergent structures has been expanded to account for social 
evolution in terms of more and less likely paths of development. As recent reflections on 
the possibilities of a »Vorgeschichte der Gegenwart« have demonstrated, modernisation’s 
orientation towards explaining present phenomena can also continue to play a productive 
role.88

Moving on from applying modernisation in social history will certainly make demands 
on the methodological and rhetorical restraint of social historians at first. In the light of 
the agenda of social history, the ambition to define the kind of overarching perspectives 
such a theory provided remains alive. In the long run, social history will be suited to pur-
sue this ambition if it does not apply an insurmountably flawed theory. This restraint will 
reinforce the critical interrogation between the social sciences and history, the sense of 
open-ended inquiry, the ambition to determine structural developments, and the desire to 
find explanations for how we have arrived in the present on these waves. Reacting to the 
crisis of modernisation history by mining its historiographical tradition whilst returning 
to the moderate ambition of identifying and applying theories of the middle range, social 
history can reclaim the middle ground between the social sciences and history with a re-
newed vigour.
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