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Formations of Modernity, as the title suggests, is concerned with the
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FORMAT:ONS OF MODERNllY

the explosiou of intellectual energy in eighteenth-centu4r western Euope
which became known as 'the Enlightenment'. This movement gave
deffnitionto the veryideaof 'modernity' 

"rrdis 
often described as the

original mafix of the modern social sciences. Of course, in oae sense, the
study of societ5r was not new. Writers had been mqki"g observations about
social life formillennia. But the idea of 'the socialias a=separate and
distinct form of reality, which could be analped in entirely'this-worldly',
material terms and laid out for rational investigation and explanation, is a
distinctly modern idea which only finally crystallized in the discourses of
theEnlightenment. The'birth of the social'as an objgct ofknowledge
made possible for the first time the systematic analysis and the pracFces of
investigation we call'the social sciences'.

Chapter 1 examines the historical and geographical context of the
European Enlightenment, and the vision of intellectual emancipation
which seized its principal figures - the philosophes - including such
maior precursors of modern social.theory as Montesquieu, Diderot,
voltaire, Rousseau, and the luminaries of the 'scottish Enlightenment'
such as David Hume, ad@ Ferguson. It discusses the
Enlightenment critique o?Gaditioual au-thority and examines some of its
leading ideas - progress, science, reason, and nature. TLese gave shape
to the 'promise'.of the Enlightenment - the prospect which it opened
up of an unending era of material progress and prosperity, the abolition
of prejudice and superstition and the mastery of the forces of nature
based on the expansion of hunlan knowledge and uaderstanding. The
chapter takes the story forward, through the Romantic movement and
the French Revolution. to those major theorists of n i n eteenth-centur5r
social science - Saint-simon and Comte. It looks forward to that later
moment, q-t the end of the nineteenth centuql, when the social sciences
were once again reorganized.

This second moment in the development of the social sciences -between 1890 and 1920 - was the time of what are now known as the
ヽゝ針しkじ べIWeber,Simmel And Tёnnies.

the soElat-sciencei became more compartmentalized into
their separate discipli::.es, more specialized and smpfuical, more

'Of

'scientific' (positivistic) and more closely engaged with application to
the 'real world'through social engineering. Nevertheless, these classical
figures of modern sociology also undertook a major examination of the
formation of the modern world and its 'laws of development,, not
unlike that which the Enlightenment philosophes had inaugurated.
These Enlightenment concerns continue to underpin the social sciences
today. Indeed, in iecent years, there has been a remarkable revival in
historical s-ociology, which is concerned with these questions of long-
term hansformation and development; and, interestingly, they are being
pursued in a more interdiscipliorry way, drawing together tle
researches of sociologists, economic and social historians, political
theorists and philosophers. It is as if these profound questions about the
origin anddestiny of the modern world are surfacing again at the very
moment when modeqnity itself -its promise'aird'its vicissitudes - is
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being put in question. This book draws on much of that new work in
historical sociology and reflects these emerging conceflrs and debates.

The second. chapter'The t of the modern state' opens by
o(aminin g the fonnati6E sees the_--_--.._o .4v 4vuvru orqLe. ua.vlt.|' ILtil(I DE(,

modern state emerging at the intersection of the national and
international systems. He haces the state's development through a
variely of historical forrns - from the classical European sr.pires, t}e
divided authority of the feudal states (Papaqy and Holy Romin Empire),
the estates systilm and the absolutisms of the early modern period, to
the emergence of the forms of political authority, secular power,
legitimacy and sovereignty characteristic of the modern nation-state.
The chapter considers the roles of wgrta[e,4lilerisu} and capita]ism i.n
und.erpiini''gthesupremacyiff ffi oatiin-slo-Lor-.Itdiscussesthe
system of nation-states as the foundation of the modern internadonal
order. Into this story are woven the changing conceptions of politics
elaborated in western political philosophy by writers such as Hobbes,

lThe chapter looks forward to
privileged twentieth-centuqr

In Chapter 3,
examines the

ecorqgqy', Vivienne Brown
sphere of economic life, governed

by new economic relations,-and regulated and represented by new
economic ideas. She describes the spread of commerce and bade, the
expttdon of mtte協 ,世

1鼎望来型霊響上賓雫 」mnttnTinl w。 ,1lh nnЯ ρ′

expanstor or marKeu;, ute new q111g1on ot tahous ancl the growth ot
material wealth and consumption J-opuleng! in eighteenth-century
British society, consequent upon theE#Ef-capitalism in Europe and
the gradud transfomation oftheむaditiⅢd eCOnbⅢo Ellropean
econonllc development begnn early――some date it as early as the

enth gentury - and the expansion of trade and the market was at

under the protective shadow of state monopolies at home and
mercantilism overseas. By the eighteenth cenfur5r, however, )aissez-fairc
and the market forces of the private economy were beginning to unleash
the productive energies of the capitalist system. Vivienne Brown
reminds us that the engines of this development were the commercial
and agrarian revolutions. The economic model in the mind of Adam.
Smith when he'wrote The Wealth of Nations-@
developlg&Et-=r was agrarian a.nd commercial capitalism, not tle
industial smokestacks and factory-hands of Manc and Engels. The
chapter weaves together an account of the formation of the modern
economy and t}e new ways of speaking and thinking about economic
life - t-he new economic discourse - which emerged in the eighteenth
centur5r. It provides a re-reading of Adam Smith's classic work, which
beca.ne such a landmark text of the modern age, and sets its ideas in
theirproper historical and moral contexts.

In Chapter 4, 'Changing social structures: class and gender', Harriet
Bradley takes the story forwards froui the agrarian and commercial
reriolutions of the eighteenth centuryto the upheavals of the Indusbial

state forrr of modern societies in the West.

the cenhe-



FORMAnONS OF MODERNttY

Revolution of the nineteenth. she also shifts the focus from economic
processes to the changing social relations and the new type of social
structure characteristic of industrial capitalist society. Her chapter is
concerned with the emergence of new social and sexual divisions of
labour. She conhasts the class and gender formations of pre-industrial,
rural society with the rise of the new social classes, organized around
capital and waged labour; the work patterns associated with the new forms
of industrial production; and the new relations between men nn d women,
organized around the shifting distinctions between the public and the
private, workggdfqe, the public world and the family and household.

The chapter discusses some of the major sociological theories and
models of class formation. It also deploys the concepts of gender,
pabiarchy, and fanily which feminist social theorists have advanced in
the social science agenda and which are increasingly problematizing
'class' as the master (sic) explanatory category. Harriet Bradley analyses
the social stmcture of indushial society in terms of the deep
interpenetration of class and gender. The chapter points forward to how
these class aad gender structures evolved and were complicated by
questions of race and ethnicity in the twentieth century.

In Chapter 5, 'The cultural formations of modern societ5l', Robert
Bocock looks at the increasing importance given to the analysis of
culture, meaning, language and the symbolic structures of social life in
contemporary social theory - what the anthropologist, L6vi-strauss,
identified as 'the study of the life of signs at the heart of social life'. The
chapter then turns to a discussion of three key cultural themes in the
tra:rsition to modernity. First, the shift from a religious to a secular
world-view, anfl from a'sacred'to a'profane' foundation for social and
moral values, which characterizes the passage from traditional society
to modern society. Second, the role which religion played in the
formation of the 'spirit of capitalism' - a discussion of Mo< weber's
thesis about 'the Protestant ethic'. Third, the growing awareness among
western philosophers and social theorists of the costs of modern culture

- what Freud called civilization's 'discontents', aad weber saw as the
consequences of the increasing rationalization and disenchantment of
the modern world. This final theme points forward to recent critiques of
the 'promise' of the Enlightenment, which are taken up in subsequent
volumes in the series. It shows that a pessimistic assessment of
enlightenment and modernity has in fact been part of Enlightenment
reason - its 'dark shadow'- from its very inception.

Finally, in Chapter 6, 'The West and the Rest: discourse and power',
Stuart Hall places the early Europe-centred - and Euro-centric -account of the evolution of modern societies and modernity in the West,
in a wider global context. The gradual integradon of western Europe, its
take-offinto sustained economic growth, the emergence of the system of
powerful nation-states, and other features of the formation of modern
societies is often told as a purely internal story - as if Europe provided
all the conditions, materials and dynamib necessary for its own-
development from within itself. This view is challenged at several
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places in this book and Chapter 6 reminds us, once again, that the
process also had external and global conditions of existence. The
particular form of 'globalization' which is undermining and
transfoming modemty today lthe intemationalizauon

器 :

European maritime empires in the fifteenth cenh:ry, the exploration of
new worlds, the encounter with new peoples and civilizations very
different from that of Europe, ard the harnessing of them to the

翼跳 辮 出 輩器 温■器
fomatioュ延 璽 山 m cぉ如 り ■d the modem age.

Chapter 6 argues that the integration ofllVesteHl Ellrope also involved

the consセuction of a new sense of cultural identitt Ellrope only

discovered and produced this new identity in the co■ LrSe Of representing

itself as a distinct,1lnique and trillmphЯ nt civilization,arLd at the salne

time nlarking its di“ erence±oln other cultres,peoples,And

civllizations.These`Others'were incorporated into the West's ilnage of

itself― into its language,its systelns of representation,its fon..s Of

鐵囃芋揃墨∬礎至鱗斐覆盤
the European exP10ration aid conquest ofthe Americas,Asia,Africa
alld the Pacinc between the ifteenth alld nineteenth centuries.The

chapter nnalyses the forIIlation ofthese discollrses of`selP and

盤:費等撻職よW垂  讐■ね∝h
contemporary discollrses of race alld ethniciり ,at a time whell`the

Other'is beginning to question alld contest the`centredness'of the

llVest,which westem ci宙 lization〔 nnd westem social science〕 has for sO

long taken for grallted。

V簑〕carl now hn to consider in greater detall some ofthe themes arLd
approaches in this book.As noted earlier,the account Ofthe些 鳳・・ation
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fa cilitated the expansion of the national economy. tr4od:=i!A:bg"r_*"g.
lhe outcomq Lqi-o_f-e-s:+Slg.p_rg-99_sgbgt qf the co@

理 聖中J盤盤 誡 鴬Ⅷ 穏 Ъ器 器 PC虹
?聖

What we mean by`modem'is that 9β 峰専国邸墨皿 to_the emergence of
CQメ9呼 Ш 申聖隻典呼Q_.り興da■characte五 stics,alld it is these ~
fe。1暉es_whch,tdbn tOgether,mus with ollrdehidOn Q主

響器 島露:翼::しまl器燎l胤出淵ぷ蹴理Ithat
theoretical value,becauSe■ is relat,ltO afonTptual■ Olel喚

_

these defining features or characteristics of moderr. societies?

J[s dsminance of secular forms of political power and authority
and conceptions of sovereignty and legi';macy, operating within
defined territorial boundaries, which are characteristic of the large,
complex structures of the modern nation-state.
A monetarized exchange economy, based on the large-scale
production and consumption of commodities for the market,
extensive ownership of private property and the accumulation of
capital on a systematic, long-term basis. (The economies of eastern
European communist states were an exception to some of these
features, though they were based on the large-scale indusbial
production and consumption of goods.)

The decline of the traditional social order, with its fixed social
hierarchies and overlapping allegiances, and the appearance of a
dlmami6 social and sexual division of labour. In modern capitalist
societies, this was characterized by new class formations, anfl
distinctive patriarchal relations between men a:rd women.
The decline of the religious world view typical of naditional
societies and the rise of a secular and materialist culture, exhibiting
those individualistic, rationalist, and instrumental impulses no* so
familiar to us.

There are two other aspects to our definition of modemity, whichz--\
should be loosely included under the rubric of 'the cultural,. Th&g/
r*r.s-!-o-r"ay-s-p-tp.!o4gc!ngandclassifyingknowledge.Thee*ergeilce
of modern societies was marked by the birth of a new intellectual and
cognitive world, which gradually emerged with the Reformation, the
Renaissance, the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century and
the Enlighterutrent of the eighteenth century. This shift in Europe's
intellecfual and moral urriverse was dramatic, and as constitutive for the
formation of mg{-ern societies as early capitalism or the rise of the
nation-sta*.(tr6;qd, the book follows -odurrr social analysis in the
emphasis it giiEB*{o the conshuction of cultural-and socii id.entities as
part of the formation process. By this we mean the construction of a
sense of belonginj which draws people together into an 'imagined
community' and the construction of symbolic boundaries which defi.ne
who does not belong or is excluded from it. For many centuries, being

6
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'Christian' or iCatholic'r-was-the only-co-uan[q4 idqelily q].qlg{'b_y the
.,p-eoples of Western Europe. 'European' was an identity which only
slowly emerged. So the formaQon of modern spcieties in Europb had to
include the construction of the language, the images, and symbols
which defined these societies as 'communities' arrd set them apart, in
their represented differences, from others.

The importance given to major historical processes helps to explain &s
significance of the term 'formations' in our title. The political,
economic, social, and cultural processes were the 'motors' of the
formation process. They worked on and transformed traditional
societies into moderr ones. They shaped modern society across a long
historical time-span. We speak of processes, rather than practices
because, although processes are made up of the activities of individual
and collective social agents, they operate across extended time-scales,
and seem at times to work on their own, in performing the work of
social transformation. One effect of the operation of these processes is to
give modern societies a distinctive shape and form, making them not
simply 'sociedes' ( a loose ensemble of social activities) but sociaJ

formations (societies with a definite structure and a well-defined set of
social relations). One particular feature of modern social formations is
that they became articulated into distinct, clearly demarcated zones of
activity or social practice. We call these domains - corresponding to
the processes which produbed them - the polity, the economy, the
social structure and the cultural sphere. These spheres are the
'formations' of modern societies. Formations, then, in our title refers to
botft the activities of emergence, and their outcomes or results: both
process and structure.

The next aspect which deserves discussion is the role of history in the
book. As we noted earlier, Formations of Modernify adopts a historical
perspective on the emergence of modern societies. The relation between
history and the social sciences has often.been a troubled one. Our aim is
to map long.term historical bends and changing social patterns. There
is an extensive use of historical evidence; a number of summary
histories are embedded in the chapters, which provide a historical
context and chronological framework for different aspects of the
formation process; and there are several comparative historical case

studies. We also use simple contrasts (e.g. feudalism vs capitalism),
summarizing concepts (e.g. traditional vs modern society) and rough-
and-ready chronologies (e.g. towards the end of the fifteenth century).

However, there is no attempt to match the detail and specificity which is
the hallmark of modernhistorical scholarship. By contrast, these accounts
make extensive use of hisf orical generalizations. Generalizations always
abstract from the rich detail of complex events - that is their function.
There is nothing wrong with this: all serious intellectual work involves
abstraction. The point, however, is always tobear inmind the level of
abstraction at which the generalizations are working. Each level has its
strengths (i.e. it is good for highlighting some aspects) and its limitations
(it is obliged to leave out much of importance).
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Formations of Modernifyz works with historical generalizations, because
its pu4lose is not only to describe when and how modern society
developed,-but to explain why ithappened. However, describing a
process and providing an explanation are more closely related that is
sometimes assumed. The sociologist Michael Manrr has remarked that
'the greatest contribution of the historian to the methodology of the
social sciences is the date'; by which he meant that careful
periodization is an essential part of explaining the development of any
social pheno.menon. As he went on to say, '... when things happened is
essential to establishing causality' (Mann, 1988, p.6). In Formations,
care is talcen to establish, as far as possible, when things happened. This
includes simple things like giving the dates of major figures, key events
or important texts. The point is not to oblige readers to memorize dates
but to help them develop a sense of historical time, context and
sequence. However, readers will notice that there is no attempt to
provide a precise date when modern societies began. There are at least
several reasons for this reluctance.

First, the formation processes operated across several centuries and in a
slow, uneverr way, so it is diffrcult to identify a clear starting point. For
example, when exactly does trade and commerce cease to be the
economic basis of a few European cities - venice, Florence, Bruges -and become the domiD.enf s6611omic form of western societies as a
whole? Another reason is that there is no convenient cut-off point
between what emerged and what went before. The processes we have
identified as necessary to modern formation worked on and hansformed
already-existing societies. Those'baditional' societies were the'raw
materials', the preconditions of modernity - the cloth out of which its
shapes were cut. Modern capitalism sprang up in the interstices of the
feudal economy. The modern nation-state was carved out of the old
feudal and absolutist systems. So where does modern history really start

- since it seems to have been always-already in process? This is an old
problem in historical explanation j what is someti*es known as the
danger of inftnite regress, which, if we aren't carefirl, will transport us
back to tle beginning of time! Of course, this does not mean thit history
just seamlessly unfolded. That would be to hold an evolutionary mode[
of historical development. In fact, as we show, as well as continuities
connecting one historical phase or period to another, history is also full
of discontinuifies - breaks, ruptures, reversals. The focus on
'tra-nsitions' in this book is designed precisely to emphasize these
signfficant breaks in historical development.

Another reason for avoiding a simple date when modern societies began
is that, as we noted earlier, the processes which form the main

-explanatory 
fra'.,ework of the book had different time-scales. They

began at different times, followed different trajectories, had different
turning-points and seem to exhibit different tempos of development.
This is reflected in the different periodizations uied in each cLapter.
chapter 2 takes the history of the modern state back to the Greell and
Roman empires. chapter 3 on the economy is mainly an eighteenth-

8
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cenfury Story. Chapter 4, on the industrial social structure, focuses on
'the nineteenth century. Chapter 5 begins with the Protestant
F:eformation in the sixteenth century. And the last chapter begins with
Portuguese explorations in the fifteenth century.

Therefore, it does not make much sense to say that modern societies
started at the same moment and developed uniformly within a single
historical 'time'. The modern state, for example, has a very different
'history' and 'time' from the capitalist economy. Thus you will find that,
although the various chapters cross-refer to different processes, they do
not chart the formation of modern societies as a single historical
process. The book has been written in the aftermath of the break-up of a
more uniform conception of history which tended to dominate
nineteenth-century evolutionary social theories; that is to say, in the
wake of a certain relativization of historical time. The use of the plural

- histories, societies, formations, conditions, causes, etc. - is one way
of recognizing and marking these differential times of 'history', avoiding
what some theorists have called 'homogeneous time' (Benjamin,797o;
Anderson, 1986).

Closely related to this idea of 3 single historical time-scale is the view
that modernity is really one thing, towards which every society is
inevitably moving, though at different rates of development. Some
social scientists not only conceptualized history as one process,
working to a unified timb-scale, but saw it as unfolding according to
some necessary law or logic towards a prescribed and inevitable end.
This was true, not only of certain kinds of clasqical Mapcist historical
analysis but also of those theorists who, while not accepting the Marxist
model, did assume some form of western-style modernity to be the
inevitable destiny of all societies. This assumption of an inevitable
progress along a single path of development may have made it easier to
read the meaning of history, since - despite much evidence to the
contrary - it seemed to pve it direction and we knew in advance the
end of the story. But it did not square very easily with the great
diversity of actual forms of historical development. Critics now call this
one-track view a 'teleological' conception of history - moving towards
a preordained end or goal. Modern social theorists have become
increasingly aware of the limitations of this position in all its variants. It
seems more and more implausible to see history as unfolding according
to one logic. Lrcreasingly, different temporalities, different outcomes
seem to be involved. Many events seem to follow no rational logic but
to be more the contingent effects of unintended consequences -
outcomes no one ever intended, which are contrary to, and often the
direct opposite of, what seemed to be the dominant thrust of events. Of
course, tle processes of formation were not autonomous and separate
from one another. There were connections between them - th"y were
articulated with one another. But they weren't inevitably harnessed
together, all moving or changing in tandem.

One major weakness of the teleological view of history is that it tended
to assume that there is only one path of social development - the one
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taken by western societies - and that this is a uo.iversal model which
all societies must follow and which leads sooner or later, through a
fixed series of stages to the se-e end. Thus, tribal society would
inevitably lead to the nation-state, feudalism to capitalism, rural society
to industrialization, and so on. In one version, this was called
'modernization theory', a perspective which became very popular in the
1950s particularly in the writings of walter Rostow (Rostow,1971J. This
formed the basis of much western policy in the Third world, which was
directed at bringing into existence as rapidly as possible what
modernization theorists identified as the necessary conditions for
western-style development and growth. Modernization theory also
assumed that there u/as one, principal motor propelling societies up this
ladder of development - the economy. The laws of capitalist
industrialism - capital accumulation, supply and demand, rapid
industrialization, market forces - were the principal engines of growth.
Paradoxically, though they took a very different view of the nature and
consequences of capitalism, modernization theorists tended to agree
with Man<ists in athibuting social development ultimately to one,
principal cause: the economic. This belief that all societies could be laid
out at different points along the same evolutionary scale (with, of
cotirse, the west at the toplJ was a very Enlightenment conception and
one cen see why mary non-European societies now regard both these
versions as very Euro-centric stories.

Few would now deny the link between capitalism and modernity. But
in general this book breaks with this kind of one-back modernization
theory and with the economic reductionism which was a key feature of
it. Irr general, it adopts a more multi-causal explanation of how modern
development in Western Europe occured. It notes that few modern
societies are or even look the same. Think of the US, the UK, France
and ]apan. Each took a radically different path to modernity. In each,
that evolution depended on, not one, but a number of determining
conditions. In general, though economic organization is a massive,
shaping historical force, the economy alone cannot function outside of
specific social, political and cultural conditions, let alone produce
sustainable development. Modern societies certainly display no singular
logic of development. The formation processes combine, in each
instance, in very different ways. Japan, for example, combines a fiercely
modern, high-tech ecoromy with a shikingly traditional culture.
Dictatorship was as much the engine of industrialization in Germany,
fapan and the soviet unioa as democracy. Force, violence and coercion
have played as decisive a historical role in the evolution of capitalism
as peaceful economic competition. one of the purposes of comparative
analysis, which is a feature of this book, is to highlight differerrces as
well as similarities, and thus to underline the necessity of a break with
mono-causal or reductionist explanations of social development.

In fact, even the idea of a necessary forward movement or progressive
impetus towards 'development' built into history may be open to
question. Development hds indeed become the goal of many societies.
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But not all societies are in fact'developing'. And the under-development
bf some appears to be systematically Iinked to the over-development of
others. So the'law' of historical development keeps missing its way or
failing to deliver. Development itself turns out, on inspection, to be a
highly contradictory phenomerron, a two-edged sword.

Many social theorists now see unevenness and difference as an even
more powerful historical logic than evenness, similarity and r:niformity.
Gradually, therefore, a more plural conception of the historical process
of formation has emerged in the social sciences. It lays more stress on
varied paths to development, diverse ottcomes, ideas of difference,
unevenness, contradiction, contingency (rather than necessity), and so

on. However, it should be noted that giving greater weight to
contingency in the accounts of social development does not mean that
history is simply the outcome of a series of purely random events. But it
does imply that in history everything does not seamlessly unfold
according to some internal logic or inevitable law.

These are contentious issues in social science, and the questions they
raise are far from settled. The six chapters in this book, for instance,
take different positions on these questions. But the critique briefly
outlined above is now widely accepted. Contributors to this volume still
hold to the view that there a.re processes of formation which have
shaped western sociedes, that these can be identified, mapped and
analysed, and that explanations for some of their directions can be
provided. That is to say, the book remains committed to what may be
described as a qualified version of the Enlightenmeqt belief that social
development is amenable to rational analysis and explanation. But
unlike many earlier sociological accounts, whichtended to privilege
class as the 'master' category, it does not adopt a clear hierarchy or
priority of causes, and is generally critical of economic reductionism, iB
which the economic base is assumed to be the determining force in
history 'in the last instance', as Frederick Engels once put it. As one
social theorist, the French philosopher Louis Althusser, remarked, the
trouble is that'the last instance never comes'. Instead, this book
analyses different, interdependent'organizational clustets' - the polity,
the economy, the social and the cultural - whose 'original association
in western Europe', as Perry Anderson puts it, 'was fortuitous'
(Anderson, 1990, p.53). In general, its contributors adopt a weaker
notion of formation and causality and a pluralization of key concepts, as

we noted earlier.

We have suggested why the history of modern societies had no absolute
beginnisg or predetermined goal. However, it is almost impossible to
describe the process of formation without using the language of
'origins','development' and, at least implicitly,'ends'. Organizing the
account of the formation of modern societies as a 'story' seems to carry
its own narrative logic. A story-line imposes a form on what may be
otherwise a formless and chaotic series of events. Narrative gives a

chapter a certain impetus, flow and coherence, moving it smoothly from
a'beginning' to 'the sense of an ending' (as aII good stories do). This
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imposes a certain order or meaning on events which they may have
lacked at the time. Increasingly, historians and philosophers have been
przzling over this impact of language, narrative and th'e }iterary devices
which we use when consEucting accounts, on the content and logic of
an argument (!Vhite, TSBZ ; Derrida, 1 gB 1). Some'deconskuctive,
philosophers, for example, go so far as to argue that the persuasiveness
of philosophical argument often depends more on its rhetorical form
and its metaphors, than its rational logic. And they point to the fact
that, in addition to imposing one meaning on errenti, narrative lends an
account a certain unchallengeable authority or'trut}'.
contributors to this volume have tried to build up the accounts they
offer on the basis of a careful sifting of evidence and argr:ments which
make their underlying theoretical assumptions clear. Nevertheless, you
may also notice the impact of a greater reflexivity and self-
consciousness about language, writing, and the forms which
explanations take in the way the chapters in this book are written.
Authors are constantly aware that it is theywho impose a shape on
events; that all accounts, however carefullytested and supported, are in
the end 'authored'. AII social science explanations reflect to some
degree the point of view of the author who is tryrng to make sense of
'hings. They do not carry the impersonal guarantee of inevitability and
Euth. Consequently, arguments and positions are advanced here in a
more tentative and provisional way. It is more a choice between
convincing accounts, which deal persuasively with all the evidence,
even the part which does not fit the theory than a simple choice
between'right' and 'wrong' explanations. Readers should recognize that
arguments advanced in the book are open to debate, not variants of the
Authorized Version.

Of course, being sensitive to language, meaning and the effect of
narative does not i-ply that social science simply produces a series of
'good stories', none better than the other. This would be an extreme
form of relativism which would undermine the whole project of social
science. There are criteria of assessment which help us to judge between
the relative weight and explanatory power of different accounts. Most
social analysts are still committed to providing systematic, rigorous,
coherent, comprehensive, concepfually clear, well-evidenced accounts,
which makes their underlying theoretical structure and value
assumptions clear to readers, and thus accessible to argument and
criticism. But the greater degree of awareness of one's own practices of
producing slsaning, of writing, even while doing it, means ihat *e
cannot deny the ultimately interpretive character of the social science
enterprise.

This greater reflexivity - the attention to language, and the plural
character of 'meanings' - is not, of course, entirely novel. M*y earlier
haditions which 6ays influenced social science practice have raised
similar issues - for example,linguistic philosophy, hermeneudcs,
phenomenology, interpretive sociology - though they pointed to
different philosophical conclusions. However, the return of these issues
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philosophy, This content is material and of this world, instead of
being spiritual and of the next. It is expansive, utilitarian, self-
confident. It sets before itself the ideal of power over nature for the
sake of the ease and comfort this powei will confer. In its essence,
it is the outlook of a new class which, given authority, is
convinced that it can remould more adequately than in the past,

the destinies of man.
(Laski, 7962,pp.s7-B)

This is the moment of 'the modern', albeit in its very early stages. This
book begins with this moment and what follows from it. But, as we
noted, 'modernity' has a long and complex history. Each succeeding age

- the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the nineteenth century (the age

of revolutions), the twentieth century - has a sense of itself as

representing the culminating point of history, and each has tried to
clinch this capture of history by claiming the epithet 'moderrr' for itself.
Yet in each age the claim has proved illusory. Each age succumbed to
the fantasy that it was the last word in advanced living, in material
development, in knowledge and enlightenment. Each time that'modern'
was superseded by something even more up to date! The whole idea of
modernityreceived an enormous impetus towards the end of the
nineteenth century, when industrialization was rapidly transforming
social and economic life, not only in Western Europe but elsewhere, and
the globalization of the world economy and of western ways of life
rapidly reshaped world history. This is the period of the new avant-
garde intellectual and artistic movements in the arts, Iiterature,
.architecture, science and philosophy, sometimes called'Modernism',
which aggressively embraced 'the 11s1v' - novelty for its own sake -
and revelled in challenging and overthrowing the old forms, baditions,
theories, institutions and authorities.

Tqday,'post-modernism' is challenging the old'modernisms'. The
closure of history keeps advancing into the future. It sometimes seems
that what is quintessentially 'modern' is not so much any one period or
any particular form of social organization so much as the fact that a
society becomes seized with and pervaded by this idea of ceaseless
development, progress ald dynamic change;by the restless forward
movement of time and history by what some theorists call the
compression of time and space (Giddens, 7984; Harvey, 19Sg). Essential
to the idea of modernity is the belief that everything is destined to be
speeded up, dissolved, displaced, transformed, reshaped. It is the shift

- materially and culturally - into this new conception of social life
which is the real transition to modernity. Marx caught this spirit of
modernity in his prophetic epigram -'All that is solid melts into air'.

However, this idea of 'the modetn' as a roller coaster of change and
progress contains a paradox. At the very moment when 'the modern'
comes into its own, its ambiguities also become evident. Modernity
becomes mole boubled the more heroic, unstoppable and Promethean it
seems. The more it assumes itself to be the summit of human



16 FORMAT:ONS OF MODERNrrY

achievement, the more its dark sids appears. The pollution of the
environment and wastage of the earth's resorrrces turns out to be the
reverse side of 'devdlopment'. As many recent writers have noted, the
Holocaust, which ravaged European Jewry, was perpetrated by a society
which regarded itself as the summit of civilization and culture. The
troubled thought surfaces that modernit5r's triumphs and successes are
rooted, not simply in progress and enlightenment, but also in violence,
oppression and exclusion, in the archaic, the violent, the
untransformed, the repressed aspects of social life. Its restlessness - a
key feature of the modern experience - becomes iircreasingly
unsettling. Time and chrrge, which propel it forward, threaten to engulf
it. It is little wonder that modern societies are increasingly haunted by
what Bryan Turner calls a pervasive nostalgia for past 'jmes 

- for lost
community, for the'good old days': always day-before-yesterday, always
just over the horizon in an ever-receding image (Turner, 1g90). The
logic of modernity turns out to be a deeply contradictory logic - both
constructive and destructive: its victims are as numerous as its
beneficiaries. This ]anus-face of modernity was inscribed in its earliest
moments, and many of its subsequent twists and turns are laid out for
inspection and analysis in this first volume of the modern story.
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