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The link between modernization theory and democracy originates from Lipset in his article
“Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and Political Development”
in 1959. Lipset hypothesized that as societies develop economically, their citizens no longer
tolerate repressive political regimes. The rise in per capita GDP, he argued, triggers a transition
to democracy. Modernization theory considers that the economic field is related to public
policy as one of its most important applications. The theory assumes that third world countries
are poor and traditional, and the western countries are rich and modern. And it sets a clear
course of development for those poor countries in the third world to follow, based on western
values, aiming to increase the living standards of the poor. This creates a state of dependency
on poor countries to rich countries. Modernization theory prerequisites for democracy demand
the third world countries a high level of modernization, urbanization, expansion of the middle
class, and democratic culture for the general public, in order to gain a modern democratic
political system. Democratic transition theorists criticize this theory and its prerequisites for
democracy as it is difficult for some nations to apply these prerequisites. This article focuses
on analyzing the logic of modernization theory, its definitions, origins, and requirements for
a modern democratic society. It views upon the modernization theory and its prerequisites
for democracy by reviewing the literature on the relations between socio-economic
development and political democracy. It also concentrates on some criticism of this theory
made by democratic transition scientists. The contemporary political science has faced much
criticisms by transit study’s theorists (Arab scientists included) due to the difficulty of applying
the prerequisites of transition from traditional to modern societies to reach a stable democratic
system.
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Introduction. Modernization theory has been
one of the major perspectives in the study of national
development since the 1950s. This theory is con-
cerned with the process of transferring from traditional
to a modern society. Political scientists primarily from
Europe and the United States such as Barrington
Moor, Martin Lipset, Walt Rostow, and others, made
an important contribution in studying the process
of modernization in order to understand and explain
the economic development in different countries.
Their works paid the attention to the characterization
of the relationships between economic development
and democratization.

Purpose and objectives. The aim of this article is
to present the concept of modernization theory and its
requirements for reaching democracy and examine
the criticisms that have been directed at it by some
theorists of the democratic transition.

Research methods. The theoretical framework
of modernization theory analysis is based on histori-
cal, comparative, analytical and some other methods.

What is modernization theory and its origins?

According to Jonathan Westover, “modernization
theory is a description and explanation of the pro-
cesses of transformation from traditional or under-
developed societies to modern societies and looks
at the economic growth within societies” [1, p. 115].
The theory seeks to identify the social variables that
contribute to social progress and development in dif-
ferent countries, and to explain the process of social
transformations. Modernization theory does not only

emphasize the process of change, but it considers
the responses to that change. It also looks at internal
dynamics with reference to social and cultural struc-
tures and adaptations to new technologies.

The origin of modernization theory can be traced
to the response of American political elites and intel-
lectuals to the international setting of the post-Second
World War era, particularly during the cold war period
[2]. Most of the modern social and human sciences
in Europe and North America can be summed up as
a study of this transition (from traditional society to
a modern one) by Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Dur-
kheim and their successors. Practically all theories
related to modernization, study the transition of soci-
ety from the traditional state to modernity with differ-
ences in the understanding of the structure of this
transition, the essence of modern society, character-
istics of traditional society, and views about the posi-
tive and negative effects of this transition. While their
specific ideas on religion, education, politics etc. have
been a source of much interest, it is their general the-
ories of social change that have attracted most atten-
tion and inspired the emergence of the “sociology
of development” in the twentieth century [3, p. 41-42].

According to Alvin So, there are three main his-
torical events that were favorable to the inception
of the modernization theory [4, p. 17-23]. First,
the rise of the United States as a superpower after
WWII. Second, the emergence of new third world
nation-states in the wake of the disintegration
of the European colonial empires in Asia, Africa,
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and Latin America. These nascent nation-states were
in search of a model of development to promote their
economy and to enhance their political independence
[5, p. 32-34, 56-9]. Third, the spread of the world com-
munist movement and the world split into two camps:
communist and capitalist, which led to the emergence
of the Cold War.

Prerequisites of modernization theory for
democracy

Many researchers and scientists such as Mar-
tin Lipset, Robert Dal, Barrington Moore, and oth-
ers began their studies of the democratic transition
through the focus of the modernization theory in
order to explain the democratic system and to explore
the confrontation in the socialist camp. An attempt
to directly link modernization theory with democ-
racy was made in the famous article by Martin Lip-
set in 1959 “Some Social Requisites of Democracy:
Economic Development and Political Development”
[6, p. 69-105], where he addresses the possible
role of economic development in the democratiza-
tion of the third world countries. In his attempt to link
the level of development of a country and its proba-
bility of being democratic, he refers to the extremely
high correlation between aspects of social structure,
such as income, education, religion, on the one hand,
and democracy, on the other.

In his article, he presented the social and economic
requirements of democracy such as urbanization,
wealth, education, the size of the middle class, indus-
trialization, and the degree of education in the commu-
nity. On the other hand, he proposed the idea of legit-
imacy, in the sense of the political system'’s ability to
generate ideas more suitable for society and more
appropriate to solve its deep problems. Lipsett made
a hypothesis that the more developed a country is
economically, the more likely that the country would
be a democracy and be characterized by a more sta-
ble political situation overall. [6, p. 70-72].

Other researchers such as B. Moore related
democratization to the rise of the middle class and to
the terms of its political incorporation [8]. Social soci-
ologist Alex Inkeles, discusses the consequences

industrialization urbanization

of the modernization process for individual attitudes
and behavior. As for Adam Przeworski and his co-au-
thors, they argued that countries may become dem-
ocratic due to reasons unrelated to their level of eco-
nomic development [9, p. 39-55]. Once prosperous,
however, democracies with higher levels of GDP per
capita were to avoid slipping back into autocracy, then
over time the relationship between GDP and democ-
racy would emerge. It would be so even if economic
growth does not lead to democratization.

Modernization theory considers that the economic
field is related to public policy as one of its most impor-
tant applications. W. Rostow presents five stages
of economic development, which are: 1. Traditional
society. 2. Precondition for takeoff. 3. The takeoff
process. 4. The drive to maturity. 5. The age of high
mass consumption society. According to this exposi-
tion, Rostow’s model illustrates his desire to promoted
a development model to assist lower-income coun-
tries in the development process by providing capital,
technology, and expertise [10, p. 3-13]. The U.S for-
eign policy was influenced by Rostow’s political the-
ories when it adopted the Marshall plan as alliance
for progress in Latin America countries. It was aimed
not only at the development of these countries, but
also at the assertion the United States’ influence over
communist Russia. Rostow argues that economic
development will be achieved when a country has
high industrial productivities and exports goods to
the rest of the world.

Modernization theory assumes that third world
countries are poor and traditional, and the western
countries are rich and modern. And it sets a clear
course of development for those poor countries in
the third world to follow, based on the western val-
ues, aiming to increase living standards of the poor.
In this context, the third world countries have to look
up to rich countries such as U.S.A and Europe as their
model for economic prosperity and democratic stabil-
ity. This creates a state of dependency of poor coun-
tries from the rich states. Once poor countries come
into contact with the western countries, they will not
be able to resist the temptation toward modernization.

In  summary, moderniza-
tion theory attempts to iden-
tify the social variables that
contribute to social progress
and the development of societies
and seeks to explain the process
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Figure 1. Modernization Theory according to Lipset

Source: [7, p. 2]
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with reference to social and cul-
tural structures and adaptation
to new technologies. Moderniza-
tion theory by nature is a homog-
enizing process that produces
inclinations toward resemblance
among societies. It is based on

democratic
stability



optimistic economic growth models. The western
countries that are economically rich serve as a model
for this theory. And the poor countries are believed to
be in their initial state of economic growth. The theory
proponents focus on choosing the right techniques
and technologies designed by western countries to
achieve industrialization in the poor countries. They
emphasize the importance of lending capitalist values.

Criticism of modernization theory by demo-
cratic transition scientists

Modernization theory was popular in the 1960s
but came under heavy attack in the beginning
of the 1970s. During the 1970s, a very important phe-
nomenon occurred in Southern Europe when Greece,
Portugal, and Spain transition to democracy. Then
a wave of demaocratic transfers began in Latin Amer-
ica and later in the rest of the world. These transitions
were accompanied by new scientific works of politi-
cal scientists. Among these scientists were a group
of researchers headed by G. O’Donnell, P. Schmitter
and L. Whithead, who edited and published four volume
edition “Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Compar-
ative Perspectives” in 1986 which has been used later
as a paradigm for transitology. Also, researchers such
as J. Linz, A. Stepan, J. Higly, T. Karl and others made
a great contribution into the development of this theory.

Guillermo O’Donnell and other transitology sci-
entists criticized the theories of modernization from
a liberal democratic standpoint, contrary to the leftist
standpoint which characterized the so-called depend-
ency theorists. The Dependency theorists assume
that western democracy, culture, and capitalism
are modern and idle, and these western institutions
and values must be exported throughout the rest
of the world to aid the development of impover-
ished nations. If the third world countries don'’t fol-
low the same development path as their European
and United States counterparts, there will be no
democracy in these less-developed nations. In this
context, should the third world countries wait for
the expansion of the middle class, the spread of edu-
cation, urbanization and so on in order to obtain a lib-
eral democracy? What should we say to our people
under fascist dictatorships? That we are not ready for
democracy? Theoretically, can this be true?

Basing on these questions, the democratic tran-
sition theories were made to support the democratic
process in the third world. And democratic transition
theorists believe that these preconditions for demo-
cratic transition are incorrect. S. Eisenstadt states:
“Historically, modernization is the process of change
towards those types of social, economic, and politi-
cal systems that have developed in Western Europe
and North America from the seventeenth century to
the nineteenth and have then spread to other Euro-
pean countries and in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries to the South American, Asian, and African
continents” [11, p. 27].
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When the United States of America moved to
democracy in the eighteenth century, then the major-
ity of its population was peasantry, and the literacy
rate in the United States was not high. What modern-
ization theory required of the Third World countries —
development of economic growth, urbanization, etc. —
didn’t exist in western Europe and in the U.S.A when
they transferred to democracy. Democracy in Europe
gradually rose with the expansion of suffrage. What
modernization theorists demand from the third world
countries — a high level of modernization, urbaniza-
tion, expansion of the middle class, and a democratic
culture for the general public are not preconditions for
democracy, but rather they are the results of democ-
racy. What this theory demands from the third world
countries is in fact the results of what the U.S.A
and western Europe have already obtained when they
transferred to democracy in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. According to modernization theory,
these prerequisites must be present in Latin America
and in Asia, and without them democracy can't be
held in these countries.

Some political researchers such as Azmi Bishara,
see the preconditions for democracy advocated by
modernization theory, as part of the Cold War between
capitalism represented by the U.S.A and Communism
repressed by the Soviet Union. As the United States
wanted to justify its alliance with tyrannical govern-
ments in the world by saying that these peoples are
not ready for democracy, modernization theory in
this sense was justification for the alliance with dic-
tatorships in many countries as these countries were
not ready for democracy. When the Cold War ended,
suddenly these claims evaporated and democracy
became permissible even among these backward
nations. And alliance with dictatorships is no longer
inevitable, because there is no longer the stand-
ard for countries to be either with the U.S.A or with
communism for alliance with dictatorship. Therefore,
the United States is no longer hostile to democracy in
its allied countries. These changes in standards open
the door widely for the development of the democratic
transition studies branch.

Here, Azmi Bishara mentions, that the Cold War
ended everywhere in the world except in the Arab
region. Bishara refutes the thesis that “the US became
a supporter of democratic transformation after
the Cold War, and makes the point that the “demo-
cratic realism” that guided American policy in the Mid-
dle East is a continuation of Cold War policies with
new enemies” [12, p. 40]. For the U.S.A the Cold War
did not end in the Arab region, and it continued to deal
with the region by logic of the Cold War, meaning that
it continued to support dictatorships in the Arab region
for fear of three things: the willingness to ensure
the security of Israel, the chances to lose access
to Arab oil and the emergence of terrorist groups
which resulted from many reasons, the most impor-
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tant of them were the existence of tyrannical regimes,
the Palestine issue and the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Conclusions. Modernization theory soon began
to lose support in some academic circles in favor
of the theory of democratic transition. As research-
ers had increasing difficulty in understanding why
some nations were unable to achieve the pre-dem-
ocratic conditions, they became disappointed by
ideas of modernization theory. However, the assump-
tions of modernization theory can be applied in case
of consolidation of democracy rather than in case
of democratic transition. When talking about consol-
idating democracy, it becomes clear that it is difficult
to consolidate democracy without economic growth
and without a certain degree of education, culture,
urbanization, the standard of living, the size of the mid-
dle class, and so on. After the transition takes place,
the new democratic order must be concerned with
what modernization theory calls the social and eco-
nomic conditions for democratic transition.
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Teopisa noniTUMHOT MOAepHi3aLil: KOUTNKA TeopeTUKIiB
AEeMOKpaTUYHOro nepexoay

38’30k MiXk meopieto ModepHizayii ma deMokpamieto bepe noyamok 8id cmammi Jlincema
«/leski coyiasibHi  peksisumu demMokpamii: eKOHOMIYHUl po3BUMOK ma noaAimu4HUl
po3sumok» y 1959 poui. /lincem sucyHys 2inomesy, Wo 8 Mipy eKOHOMIYHO20 PO3BUMKY
cycninbems X 2pomMadsiHu bilble He mepnisimb PenpecusHUX MOIMUYHUX PEXUMIB.
3pocmaHHsi BBIT Ha dywly Hace/ieHHs1, Cmsepdxysas BiH, 3yMOB/IOE nepexio 00 0eMokpamii.
Teopisi MOOepHi3ayji BBaxae, W0 EKOHOMIYHa cqhepa ros’sa3aHa 3 0epXxasHoOI0 MOIIMUKOHO sIK
00He 3 HaliBaxnusiwux i 3acmocysaHb. Teopisi nepedbayae, Wo KpaiHu mpembs020 csimy
€ 6idHUMU | mpaduyiliHumu, a 3axioHi — bazamumu i cydacHuMU. | ye susHayae Yyimkudl Kypc
po3sumKy 07151 mux 6iOHUX kpaiH mpemb020 C8imy, 3acHOBaHuUll Ha 3axiOHUX YiHHOCMSIX,
crpsimogaHull Ha MiIOBUWEHHSI piBHSI ummsi 6IOHUX. Lle cmBoproe cmaH 3a/iexHocmi
Bi0 6iOHUX KpaiH 00 6azamux KpaiH. Teopisi ModepHi3auyii nepedymosu Oemokpamii
BUMa2atomsb Bi0 KpaiH mpemb020 c8imy BUCOKO20 pisHsI MOOEPHiI3auyjl, ypbaHisayji, ekcriaHcil
cepedHb0o20 Kaacy ma 0eMoKpamuyHoi Ky/aibmypu 07151 WUPOKUX BEPCMB Hace/eHHs, ujob
ompumMamu cy4acHy AeMokpamuyHy rnoaimuyHy cucmemy. Teopemuku OeMOoKpamuyHo20
repexody KpumuKkytoms Yo meopito ma ii nepedymosu 0711 deMokpamii, OCKi/IbKU OesIKUM
KpaiHam BaXKO 3acmocysamu yi nepedyMosu. L cmammsi 30cepedXyembsCsi Ha aHasisi
n102iku MoOepHi3ayiliHoi meopii, i BU3HaYeHHsIX, MOXOOKEHHI ma BuMoaax 00 Cy4acHO20
deMoKpamu4Ho20 cycrifibkcmsa. BoHa po3esisidae meopito MooepHisayii ma i nepedymosu
9o demMokpamii W/isixoM 0271510y Jlimepamypu rpo CrisBIOHOWEHHS CoYia/lbHO-eKOHOMIYHO20
pPO3BUMKY ma rosIimuYHoi 0emokpamii. BoHa makox KoHUeHmpyemscsi Ha desikili kpumuyi
yiei meopii, BUCM0BAEHOI BYEHUMU, SiKi BusYa/lu OemMokpamuyHuli nepexio. CydacHa
nonimuyHa Hayka 3imkHynacsi 3 muM, Wo icHye 6azamo Kpumuku 3 60Ky meopemukis
mpaH3umosoeii (M HUMU MakoX apabCbki B4eHI) 4epe3 mpyoHowi 3acmocyBaHHs Yux
nepedymos mpaduyiliHumu cycrisikcmsamu 3 Memoro nepexody 00 cy4acHO20 CyCrifibemsa
ma docsizHeHHs1 cmabifibHOI 0eMoKpamuyHoi cucmemu.

Kntodosi cnosa: meopisi  ModepHizayii, nepedymosu  MooepHiayi,
mpaH3umonoeii, nepexio do demokpamii, cmabinbHa 0eMokpamuyHa cucmema.
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