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ABSTRACT 

The essay sought to explore the efficacy of Modernization theory as a pragmatic development model 
for developing countries. This endeavor was enabled through a cross-examination of the salient 
tenets of the Modernization theory’s prescriptions. The exegesis was premised on the interface of 
the Modernization paradigm with the multifarious social, political and economic realities of the 
developing countries. The paper adopted a multi-case study approach in which findings were based 
on different socio-economic and political cases of developing countries, insofar as the efforts to 
modernize were not particular but universal. As such, it sought to qualify the hypothesis that, the 
applicability of Modernization theory as a development model has been rhetorical than sincere, a 
mere sarcasm. Methodologically, the paper was qualitative inasmuch as it thrived on historical 
analysis of the emergence and propagation of Modernization as a theory and an ideology, and its 
ramifications on ‘Third Word’ countries’ development conundrum. Among other findings, the paper 
confirmed that, the Modernization theory was rhetorical since it indirectly perpetuated the social, 
political and economic impasses which it sought to provide remedy for.  
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Introduction and Background 

The genesis of the Modernization paradigm has been historically attributed to three fundamental 

events in the Post World War II epoch, namely, the ascendance of United States as a super power; 

the propagation of the communist movement; and the disintegration of the European colonial 

empires in Asia, Africa and Latin America which culminated in the proliferation of new nation-

states which categorically became the ‘Third World’ (So, 2010: 17). The quest for development and 

political independence by these emerging states seems to have justified the need for a new model of 

development which would enable and catalyze positive social transformation of these so called 
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backward countries. Turlock (2015:19) remarks that, “it is… in this context where American 

political elites embarked on an intensive and extensive research of ‘Third World’ countries in order 

to proffer solutions for economic development and political stability so as to avoid losing these new 

states to the Soviet communist bloc”. These are some of the outcomes of the research; the need for 

repudiation of traditional cultures as they were antithetical to development, the prescription of a 

stimulus in the form of a political revolution or technological change, the recommendation that 

capital and expertise are preconditions for ‘take off’ and the proclamation of the need for free 

market principles. It is from this background that the writer intends to interrogate the feasibility of 

adopting this theory as a model of development and panacea for the social, political and economic 

emancipation of developing countries. The paper shall disapprove the perceived positive attributes 

of this model based on a cross-examination of the main tenets of evolutionary, functionalist, and 

capitalist ideas that informed modernization theorizing against the contemporary social, political 

and economic realities.  

 

Modernization’s Repudiation of ‘Third World’ Traditional Cultures 

The Modernization theory called for a complete overhaul of ‘third world’ cultures as they were seen 

as antithetical to development (Coetzee, 2011). Ironically, a multiplicity of ethno development 

studies has revealed instances where culture has positively contributed to social, political and 

economic development. A case in point is Burma and Sri Lanka which have adopted Buddhist 

economics stressing cultural traits of cooperation and self-sufficiency and the resultant positive 

attributes of such cultural ideology on the economic stabilization of these countries (Cherill, 2016). 

In Africa emphasis has been on rural development strategies based on the traditional egalitarian 

values of African communalistic societies (Brohman, 2005). This African development orientation 

has culminated in the institutionalization of participatory development in most development 

endeavors which put the beneficiaries as core and active participants in development efforts that are 

meant to change their welfare (Tagarirofa and Chazovachii, 2014). Besides, Japan’s economic 

progress has been attributed to its use of ‘Confucianism’, a cultural trait which celebrated the 

transfer of ones’ family loyalty to the country, especially in industries and organizations (Aspalter, 

2006). It is therefore the writer’s view that, modernization’s call for the deconstruction of traditional 
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values was premised on crude determinism given the positive attributes of culture in informing 

sustainable solutions to economic and social problems. Its characteristic deficiency of the true 

picture of what prevailed at micro-scale in those so-called third-world countries vindicates its 

nullity as a model for developing countries. Indeed, development policies informed by models 

which are based on porous conceptualization of other societies are not only inapplicable, but, 

strategically dysfunctional if positive social transformation is to be achieved in developing 

countries. As such development policies for developing countries should be internally driven 

particularly informed by internal social, political and economic arrangements rather than being 

externally superimposed. The examples above refute the erroneous notion of traditional cultures as 

hostile to development since most developing countries developed within paths conceived and 

informed by their socio-cultural and political organization. It would then be absurd if not ludicrous 

to envisage any model of development for developing countries to adopt this fallacious 

Modernization inclination, especially if it is to be used to sincerely inform pragmatic paths for 

positive transformation.   

The Paradox of Development as a Linear Process  

Rostow distinguished five stages of social transformation in his attempt to justify that development 

is a linear or phased process, which are, traditional society, preconditions for take off, take off, the 

drive to maturity and the age of high massive consumption(So, 2010). This assumption has received 

scathing criticism from Le Roux and Graff (2010: 54) who contend that, “Rostow forces the rich 

and diverse histories of many countries into a single stage of growth model”. By the same token, 

Marx’s historical materialism has been rebuked on the basis that it assumes that social 

transformation is predetermined (So, 2010). The writer notes that this is at crossroads with Giddens’ 

(1984) Structuration theory which recognizes that human beings should not be taken as passive 

recipients of external stimuli since they have the ‘agency’, ability to embark on rational decisions 

and actions. This follows therefore that, rather than adopting dictated models as inevitable, 

individual countries can conceive their own modus operandi which correlates with their interests at 

that particular moment for example Zimbabwe’s current indigenization policy which seeks 

equitable distribution and empowerment of the locals from the dividends of most capital projects 

such as mining. One is therefore justified to argue that, the Modernization theory suffers from a 
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credibility crisis in terms of application, because, it assumes a position of universal applicability, a 

deliberation which exposes its gross disregard of the variability of social, political and economic 

circumstances that characterized societies in every historical epoch. This view is complemented by 

Brohman (2005: 125) who asserts that, “knowledge about the development process at a particular 

time does not exist in transferable form; rather it is the product of the development process itself”. 

The writer notes that this assertion seems tenable because, for example, the fact that Turkey 

triumphed through Modernization rests on the assessment of the conditions that precipitated into its 

success story on the comparative basis of the different variables in other countries where 

Modernization has aggravated the underdevelopment it sought to remedy such as in Africa. As 

such, one would safely say, the Modernization model is of questionable functionality if Rostow’s 

assumption was meant to be inevitably accepted as rigid. 

 

The Irony of Development Stimulus  

Rostow also alluded to the need for a stimulus to propel Third World countries beyond the 

precondition stage, in the form of a political revolution that restructures major institutions, 

technological innovation and favorable international environment (So 2010). Rostow’s prescription 

of technological innovation and favorable international environment as subsequent conditions 

seems rhetorical since developed countries such as United States had already affirmed authority on 

the international arena. It is the writer’s opinion that, if Rostow mentioned these conditions whilst 

conscious of the indisputable fact that these conditions were susceptible to manipulation by 

industrialized countries, where the World Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade 

Organization enjoy an uninhibited latitude of freedom in determining borrowing rates, conditions 

and trading partners, the modernization model can therefore be summed as a neoliberal intention of 

perpetuating and sustaining Western cultural and economic hegemony as the Dependence theory 

would argue. Brohman (2005:126) observes that, “it can hardly be coincidental that the rise of 

modernization theory, with its roots in the neoliberal thought of American social sciences, coincided 

so closely with the global expansion of US economic, political and military power”. It is therefore 

the writer’s comment that the Modernization theory could have been a strategic fabrication meant to 

sustain US’s newly assumed global position. Moreover, the discovery of new continents as a 

characteristic of the take-off stage as Rostow envisages, seems to justify this insatiable quest to 
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conquer the world. This is supported by Giddens (1995:40) who acknowledges that, “the need for 

domination by developed nations derived from the attempt to explore and acquire new markets for 

investment as capacity for production expanded beyond what could profitably be sold in the home 

markets”. The writer opines that, if the discovery of new continents meant exploration and 

acquisition of new markets, it becomes vivid that not only has the modernization theory been an 

ideological framework for the curtailment and sanctioning of the unfavorable contemporary global 

economic environment, but, hints on the need for consideration of the demerits of capitalism which 

is a driving force behind such global economic disparities. 

 

The Modernization-Capitalism Interface 

Capitalism, an economic ideology characteristically based on the notion of free enterprise and profit 

accumulation seemed to be the driving force behind modernization. It was meant to be sustained by 

globalization and the neoliberal ideology which glorified privatization and deregulation of the 

economy as a solution for ‘sustainable’ economic development. Kanyenze (2004) opines that, the 

prescription and imposition of Structural Adjustment Programs on most African countries and 

Economic Adjustment Structural Program on Zimbabwe by the IMF and the World Bank owes a lot 

to the Western nations’ zeal to penetrate new Third Word markets for their economic benefit. In 

Zimbabwe, the main objective of this neoliberal economic package was to achieve GDP growth of 5 

per cent during 1991-1995; raise savings and investment to 25 per cent of GDP; achieve export 

growth of 9 per cent per annum; reduce budget deficit from 10 percent to 5 percent by 1995 and 

reduce inflation from 17.7 per cent to 10 percent by 1995 (Kanyenze, 2004). The government 

liberalized trade and the financial and labor markets in line with the prescriptions of the World 

Bank and the IMF, price controls, subsidies and other regulations were abandoned. Pathetically, the 

achievements were dialectically opposed to the targets, a deliberation which Kanyenze (2004:124) 

attribute to the fact that, “there was no broad based consultation on ESAP: it was largely imposed 

from the above and so there was no national ownership of the program”. The writer perceives that 

this was a neoliberal device which was meant to cripple local industries such that the establishment 

of Multinational Corporations in ‘Third World’ countries in general would be justified in the name 

of Foreign Direct Investment, a situation which would rejuvenation the economically asymmetrical 

power relations of the colonial era. This therefore refutes the tenability of the modernization 
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theory’s assumption that it is a progressive and transformative process, and the functionalist belief 

of ‘interdependent parts’ with each contributing beneficially to the greater whole, a relationship 

which the World Systems Theory vehemently denies in its analysis of the global economic relations 

between industrialized countries and developing countries. Rather, it qualifies the observation that it 

is a strategic plan to effect undue control of the world economy by developed nations and cannot 

therefore be a fair ideal model for developing countries. 

 

Positive Attributes of Modernization Model 

However, it would be unjust to negate the positive contributions of the Modernization model in 

bringing about significant social and economic transformation. For instance, the Republic of India 

has been said to be the world’s most populous electoral democracy and has one of the fastest 

economic growth rates in the world; 8.9 per cent GDP increase in 2007, the second fastest major 

economy in the world after China (Kumer, 2008). This has been said to owe a lot to the 

liberalization of the economy, privatization and globalization which culminated in a number of 

significant developments such as, rapid growth of industries and services, banking and finance 

sector, external trade and investment as well as FDI. Notwithstanding this observation, Kumar’s 

(2008) acknowledgement needs to be considered. He notes that, the environmental crisis of India 

has reached dangerous levels in several cities and districts. Unplanned urbanization, concentrated 

industries, deforestation, chaotic transportation, population pressure due to massive rural to urban 

migration and lack of infrastructure are the major factors that have combined to produce a serious 

environmental crisis in India. It is therefore the writer’s view that modernization can be hazardous if 

adopted without considering the internal social and environmental variables that can act as obstacles 

to the fruition of the efforts of modernizing. A cost and benefit analysis of the effects does not only 

allude to the negative consequences of importing development policies, but, points to the need for 

developing countries to at most formulate development strategies that are compatible with their 

social realities or at least modify these borrowed, alien policies to suit their social, economic and 

environmental circumstances. 
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Conclusion 

To wrap up, the following submissions as discussed dispel the credibility and validity of the 

Modernization theory as an ideal model for third world development. It was based on untenable 

assumptions since it was deficient of a satisfactory historical input from developing countries; it 

was rigid and dictatorial as it was erroneously based on a ‘one size fit all’ notion; its capitalistic 

orientation as enshrined in the neoliberal thinking was an ideological misrepresentation of the 

realities of exploitation. The writer is of the view that, in as much as it has arrested processes of 

indigenous development and preempted possibilities for alternative development strategies based on 

principles of gender sensitivity, self sustenance, balanced development and participation by all, 

relativism should inform subsequent development models. That is, different strategies should be 

conceived for different countries and different time frames if Third World Social transformation is 

to be attainable. Thus, postmodernism’s radical reappraisal of Modernization’s assumptions through 

celebration of ‘diversity’ should be applauded. 
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