
MODERNISATION 
 
Meaning of Modernisation 
 
The term modernisation “does not denote any philosophy or movement, but it only symbolises a 

process of change. In fact, “Modernisation” is understood as a process which indicates the adoption 

of the modern ways of life and values”. The term was being used previously 

to refer only "to change in economy and its related effect on social values and practices". It was  
also described as a process that changed the society, from primarily agricultural to primarily  
industrial economy. As a result of the change in the economy, the society itself underwent changes  
in values, beliefs and norms. But, today the term is given a broader meaning. 
 
Today, the term, ‘Modernisation’ is understood as an attempt, on the part of the people, 
 
particularly those who are custom-bound, to adopt themselves to the present time, conditions,  
styles, and ways in general. It indicates a change in people's food habits, dress habits, speaking 
 
styles, tastes, choices, preferences, ideas, values, recreational facilities and so on. It is alsb 

described as “social change involving the elements of science and technology”. The scientific and 

technological inventions have brought about remarkable changes in the whole system of social 

relationship and installed new ideologies in the place of traditional ones. 
 
M.N. Srinivas, however, criticises the concept of Modernisation, according to him, it is a value-

loaded term. He says that “Modernisation is normally used in the sense that it is good. He, 

therefore, prefer to use the term ‘Westernisation’ which characterises the changes brought about in 

Indian society and culture as a result of over 150 years of British rule”. 
 
Yogendra Singh, on the other hand, defends the concept of modernisation. According to  
him, it is broader than the two processes of Sanskritisation and Westernisation. It is, indeed a  
'cultural universal' and not necessarily confined to any single society. Like science, modernity is  
not an exclusive possession of any one ethnic or cultural group. It belongs to the humanity as a  
whole. This does not mean that everywhere it should reveal the same pattern. It need not always  
take place on the model of England, Germany, France or America. It can take place on the model 
 
of Russia, India, Japan, Australia, or any other country for that matter. What is essential to 

modernisation is this - a commitment to “scientific world view” and a belief in the humanistic and 

philosophical viewpoint of science on contemprorary problems. 
 
Definition of “Modernisation” 

Daniel Lerner. Daniel Learner who introduced the term "Modernisastion" for the first time in his 

study of the middle-Eastern societies—uses it to refer to the changes brought about in a non-

Western country by contract, direct or indirect with a Western country. To quote his own words : 

“Modernisation is the current term for an old process of social change whereby less developed 

societies acquire the characteristics common to more developed societies”. 

Smelser, Modernisation refers to “a complex set of changes that take place almost in every part of 

society as it attempts to be industrialised. Modernisation involves ongoing change in a society's 

economy, politics, education, traditions, and religion”. 

Alatas. “Modernisation is a process by which modern scientific knowledge is introduced in the 

society with the ultimate purpose of achieving a better and a more satisfactory life in the broadest 

sense of the term as accepted by the society concerned”. 



Rutow and Ward (1964) have said that the basic process in Modernisation is the application of 

modern science to human affairs. 

Eisenstadt says that Modernisation refers to both (a) structural aspects of social organisation, and 

(b) socio-demographic aspects of societies. 

 
Characteristics of Modernisation 

As it has already been mentioned, the process of modernisation has different dimensions. The spirit 

of modernisation is expressed in different areas such as - social organisation, culture, political field, 

economy, education, etc., in different ways. Broadly speaking, the process of modernization reveals 

the following important characteristics: 
 
Modernisation includes – “a temple of science, reason and rationalism, secularism, high aspiration 

and achievement orientation, overall transformation of attitudes norms and values, creation of new 

functional institutions, investment In human resources, a growth oriented 
 
economy, a national interest rather than kin, caste, religion, region or language oriented interests, an 

open society, and a mobile person” - (Ram Ahuja in his “Indian Social System”). 
 
According to B. Kuppuswamy, “the main feature of Modernisation is the building up of an ‘open 

society’ in which individuals of talent, enterprise and training can find places in the society 

appropriate to their achievement... The process of Modernisation involves an increase in social 
 
unrest till the social system is responsive to the new aspirations built up by the Modernisation 

process”. It should, however, be noted that the same process of modernisation institutes 

appropriate change in the social system to meet the rising expectations of the people. 
 
CAUSES OF MODERNISATION 
 
What factors condition modernisation? What conditions lead to modernisation? What conditions 

hinder it? In exploring suitable answers to these questions sociologists look within the society to 

discover the various factors, groups, people and agencies and instruments that contribute to 

modernisation. Modernisation is not caused by any single factor. It is the net result of a number of 

factors. Myron Weiner speaks of five main instruments which make modernisation possible 

education, mass communication, ideology based on nationalism, charismatic leadership and 

coercive governmental authority.



1. Education 
 
Education, that too higher education, pertaining to the fields of science and technology, provides 

the basis of modernisation. Education involves a sense of national loyality and creates skills and 

attitudes essential for technological innovation. Edward Shils has also emphasised the role of 

education in the process of modernisation. Still people like ArnoldAnderson feel that formal 

education is not sufficient for teaching skills. University education may increase the number of 

students with degrees without an increase in the number of people with modern skills and 

attitudes. By this we cannot underscore the importance of education in national development 

which is believed to be associated with modernisation. "National development depends upon a 
 
change in knowledge - what people know, skills - what people can do, and attitudes - what people 

can aspire and hope to get”. This is the reason why in the recent decades education including 

mass 

communication is given utmost importance. 
 
2. Mass Communication 
 
The process of modernisation hinges on the phenomenon of mass communication. The 

development of mass communication (including newspapers, periodicals and magazines, T.V., 

radio, telephone, movies, etc.) is an important means of spreading modern ideas at a faster rate. 

The function of mass media is to open up to the large masses in society, new information, new 

thought, new attitude and new aspirations which lead them to new achievement. "The mass media 

is the device that can spread the requisite knolwedge and attitudes quickly and widely". The only 

danger with the mass media is that if these are controlled by the government, they will spread 

only one-sided view that suits their political ideology. But in democracies, however, the press is 

often given sufficient independence to express its views. 
 
3. Ideology Based on Nationalism 
 
Nationalism and democracy are very much linked with modernisation. Nationalism is connected 

with national awareness and political consensus. As far as the West is concerned, the democratic 

system came to be strengthened along with the development of nationalism. The nationalistic 

ideologies serve as unifying influence in bridging social clevages within plural societies. They 

also help the political elite in changing the behaviour of masses of people. Mass media plays a 

vital role in democratic societies to spread modern views, ideas, values, etc., by persuading the 

masses. But it is argued out that even though the political elite have modern ideology. Their mere 

possession of it does not guarantee development from the modern perspective. 
 
4. Charismatic Leadership 
 
A Charismatic leader is in a better position to impress upon the people to adopt modern beliefs, 

values, practices and behaviour patterns. But the danger involved here is that this popular leader 

may take the undue advantage of his position and use modern values, ideas etc., for his personal 

glorification rather than for the national development. 



 

5. Coercive Governmental Authority 
 
A strong and stable government may adopt coercive measures to compel people to accept the 

modern values and ways of life. It may also bring pressures on other governments and people to 

follow the same. The Government of America under the presidentship of George Bush (The 

previous President of U.S. A.) made use of various tactics and strategies to bring pressure on the 

underdeveloped and developing countries to follow the modern ways and practices. 
 
6. Other Factors 
 
To the list of factors explained above, we may add two other factors : (a) urbanisation and 

industrialisation; and (b) universal legal system. 
 
(a) Urbanisation and Industrialisation 
 
Urbanisation and industrialisation are the two interrelated processes that are assumed to be 

invariably linked up with modernisation. These two processes can also be understood as two 

factors that accelerate the tempo of modernisation. 'Urbanisation' refers to the process of growth 
 
and expansion of cities. Most of the modernised countries are either dominated by the cities or 

under the grip of the process of urbanisation. “Industrialisation” refers to the unprecedented  
growth and expansion of industries. It has become virtually the sine quo non of economic and 

technological development. 
 
(b) Universal Legal System 
 
In a traditional society bound by traditional values and customs the rate of change is  
relatively slow. But a society that functions on the basis of the universally accepted legal system 

is bound to be more ‘open’. The “rule of law” is indeed, one of the prerequisities of 

Modernisation.  
The present legal system places premium on the individual protecting his rights and assuring his 

freedom. This role of the legal system supports the cause of “Individualism”. The modern legal 

system has contributed a great deal to the scientific management of the industries. 

 


